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Abstract	
	
Conservatoires	are	elite	institutions	–	both	in	the	talent	that	they	attract	and	in	the	lack	of	diversity	that	
they	represent.	In	2018,	the	Higher	Education	Statistics	Agency	reported	that	conservatoires	have	nearly	
double	 the	 number	 of	 private	 school	 students	 as	 leading	 institutions	 the	 University	 of	 Oxford	 and	
University	of	Cambridge.	Furthermore,	only	3.9%	of	conservatoire	students	come	from	low-participation	
neighbourhoods.	There	 is	 limited	literature	examining	how	 low-income	students,	once	within	 the	 four	
walls	of	a	conservatoire,	may	interact	with	their	environment.	This	study	was	a	responsive	investigation	
that	 qualitatively	 gathered	 insights	 on	 subtle	 barriers	 and	 cultural	 perceptions	 that	 these	 low-income	
students	may	experience	while	studying	at	conservatoire.	This	study	also	aimed	to	determine	whether	
Whatsapp	 was	 an	 effective	 data	 collection	 tool	 when	 working	 with	 marginalised	 social	 groups.	 Four	
participants	 were	 interviewed	 via	 Whatsapp	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	 in	 a	 semi-structured	 interview	
format.	This	 format,	 and	 the	Whatsapp	Voice	Note	 recordings,	 successfully	 helped	 redress	 the	power	
balance	 between	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	 participant.	 Data	 was	 analysed	 using	 Interpretative	
Phenomenological	 Analysis	 (IPA)	 and	 results	 indicated	 five	 superordinate	 themes:	 elitism	 in	 Classical	
music	 education;	 the	 ‘self-conscious	 outsider’;	 work	 as	 an	 obstacle	 to	 study	 and	 attainment;	 an	
enjoyable	 conservatoire	 experience,	 and;	 the	 international	 experience.	 These	 findings	 suggested	 a	
mixed	 experience	 for	 the	 four	 participants,	 who	 had	 encountered	 practical	 and	 conceptual	
disadvantages	such	as	affording	their	instrument,	the	need	for	code	switching,	and	a	lack	of	institutional	
acknowledgement	 that	 there	 was	 an	 issue	 with	 low-incomes	 students	 affording	 their	 studies.	
Conditional	 to	 further	 research	 informing	 these	 findings,	 the	 main	 implications	 of	 this	 study	 were	
suggested	changes	to	financial,	registry,	and	programming	policy	 in	conservatoire.	This	study	opted	for	
socioeconomic	terminology	over	class	system	terminology	(e.g.	‘low-income’	instead	of	‘working-class’).	
While	 there	 is	 significant	 financial	 and	 cultural	 overlap	between	 these	 two	 groups	 in	 the	 results,	 it	 is	
important	 to	 note	 that	 this	 study	 is	 implicated	 by	 its	 focus	 on	 financial	 hardship	 and	 not	 by	 wider	
interactions	of	the	British	class	system.		
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Introduction	
	
The	role	of	the	Classical	musician	comes	with	acclaim	and	status.	Concert	halls	fill	with	hushed	
audience	 members,	 waiting	 to	 see	 a	 renowned	 soloist.	 National	 prime-time	 television	
broadcasts	feature	symphony	orchestras.	Prestigious	institutions	bedeck	their	halls	with	frames	
of	 famous	 alumni.	 For	 a	 long	 time,	 only	 the	 chosen	 few	with	 a	 certain	 rare	 combination	 of	
talent,	 commitment	 and	 familial	 connections	 could	 pursue	 such	 a	 career.	 Yet	 the	 modern	
musician	 is	much	more	than	a	concert	hall	 feature.	The	rise	of	the	 ‘portfolio	career	musician’	
(Creech	 et	 al.,	 2008,	 p.1)	 has	 diversified	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 musician.	 The	 National	 Youth	
Orchestra’s	 Inspire	 programme	 and	 Music	 for	 Youth’s	 Music	 Mentorship	 demonstrate	 the	
national	effort	 to	make	 Classical	music	education	more	accessible	 (National	Youth	Orchestra,	
2020;	Music	 for	Youth,	2020).	 It	seems	 that	a	musician	can	now	come	 from	any	background,	
any	country,	any	culture,	and	have	a	chance	at	success.		
	
Or	can	they?	The	Higher	Education	Statistics	Agency	recently	reported	that	conservatoires	have	
an	average	of	40%	more	private	school	students	than	their	university	equivalents	(HESA;	Higher	
Education	Statistics	Agency,	2018).	 This	 calls	 into	question	whether	 our	educational	 spaces	–	
the	 key	 element	 in	 the	 making	 of	 a	 top-level	 Classical	 musician	 –	 are	 really	 set	 up	 to	
accommodate	all	types	of	background.	It	also	posits	whether	Classical	music	education	already	
has	 any	 understanding	 of	 how	 students	 who	 come	 from	 different	 backgrounds	 might	 feel	
within	 the	 conservatoire	 setting.	 To	 date,	 there	 is	 no	 clear	 evidence	 –	 regardless	 of	 wider	
support	or	criticism	for	conservatoire	culture	–	as	to	whether	these	students	encounter	further	
barriers	to	inclusion	while	studying,	or	whether	conservatoires	are	doing	enough	to	ensure	they	
do	not.			
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Low-Income	Students	in	Music	Higher	Education	
	
There	 has	 been	 increasing	 demand	 for	 the	 examination	 of	 the	 experiences	 of	 low-income	
students	 in	higher	music	 education.	 Since	 local	authority	music	 education	was	 established	 in	
the	UK	 in	the	1960s	and	1970s,	public	engagement	with	the	arts	has	grown.	Despite	criticism	
around	 inconsistent	 delivery	 or	 financial	 inefficiencies,	 these	 services	 have	 successfully	
provided	subsidised	or	free	instrument	lessons,	and	many	musicians	would	not	have	succeeded	
in	 their	 career	 without	 a	 local	 music	 service	 to	 support	 them	 (Cleave	 &	 Dust,	 1989).	
Nonetheless,	 the	 most	 common	 profile	 of	 a	 conservatoire	 student	 is	 a	 middle-class	 one	
(Scharff,	 2015b).	 In	 2012-2013,	 only	 3.9%	 of	 conservatoire	 students	 came	 from	 a	 low-
participation	neighbourhood	(Born	&	Devine,	2015).	The	Participation	of	 Local	Areas	 (POLAR)	
scale	 that	 calculates	 rates	 of	 neighbourhood	 participation	 identifies	 geographical	 areas	 of	
educational	 disadvantage,	 taking	 into	 consideration	 the	 average	 income,	 parental	 education,	
sex	and	religious	groups	of	young	people	within	that	demographic	 (Higher	Education	Funding	
Council	for	England,	2017).	While	low-participation	neighbourhoods	are	not	only	categorised	by	
income,	poorer	neighbourhoods	frequently	populate	the	lowest	participation	quintile,	Quintile	
1.		
	
Bull	&	Scharff	(2017)	argue	that	the	low	rates	of	low-income	students	attending	conservatoire	is	
unsurprising,	given	that	cultural	practices	around	the	production	and	consumption	of	Classical	
music	 are	 inherently	 middle-class.	 Everything	 from	 how	 the	 audience	 dresses,	 to	 how	 the	
performer	speaks	in	interview,	to	the	spaces	that	Classical	music	typically	inhabits	–	these	are	
all	subconscious	indicators	of	the	middle-class	culture	that	underpins	Classical	music.	Classical	
music	 is	 a	 space	 designed	 for	 the	 upper	and	middle	 classes,	 and	 the	 educational	 space	 is	no	
different.	As	outlined	 by	Bates	 (2012),	 low-income	students	 in	Classical	music	education	may	
feel	that	they	need	to	change	the	way	that	they	speak	or	present	themselves	in	order	to	be	part	
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of	the	cultural	norm	of	the	classroom,	bringing	about	the	phenomenon	of	code	switching.	Code	
switching,	 a	means	 of	 communication	 initially	 identified	 in	 bilingual	 speakers,	 is	 a	means	 by	
which	an	individual	can	traverse	from	one	social	group	to	another.	In	the	educational	context,	
this	 allows	 a	 low-income	 student	 to	 adapt	 and	 defend	 themselves	 against	 the	 challenges	 of	
being	embedded	within	a	middle-	or	upper-class	student	context	(Elkins	&	Hanke,	2018).	Bates	
describes	 this	 behaviour	 within	music	 education	 as	 the	 need	 for	 the	 low-income	 student	 to	
‘look	 and	 act	 the	 part’	 (p.34).	 Setting	 aside	 musical	 capability,	 often	 also	 associated	 with	
privilege	factors	including	access	to	instruments	and	individual	tuition	from	an	early	age,	Bates	
outlines	how	music	students	undergo	stratification	based	on	finance,	culture,	and	social	status.	
For	Bates,	these	three	privileges	combine	to	shape	how	a	student	is	perceived	by	their	peers.		
	
By	higher	education,	a	low-income	student	seeking	to	pursue	a	music	career	 in	a	middle-class	
setting	will	be	aware	of	 some	 the	additional	obstacles	that	 they	may	face:	 self-funded	 study,	
lack	 of	 familial	 financial	 support,	 cultural	 isolation,	 lack	 of	 a	 nepotistic	 network,	 as	 well	 as	
broader	 conceptual	 or	 geographical	 challenges.	 Lee	 &	 Burkham	 (2002)	 highlight	 how	 these	
types	 of	 inequalities	 in	music	 education	 steadily	 increase	 throughout	 primary	 and	 secondary	
education,	until	 final	 year	of	high	school	where	music	education	retention	 rates	 reflect	those	
found	 in	 specialist	 higher	 music	 institutions.	 Hoffman	 (2013),	 in	 his	 argument	 on	 the	
intersection	 between	 music	 education	 and	 socioeconomic	 status,	 confirms	 this	 statement	 –	
noting	that	the	students	who	succeed	in	music	education	are	not	representative	of	the	broader	
population.	 Hoffman	 progresses	 further,	 asserting	 that	 this	 is	 due	 to	 the	 elective	 design	 of	
existing	music	programmes	 in	 secondary	education,	 combined	with	 the	parallel	scheduling	of	
remedial	 maths	 and	 language	 classes	 which	 are	 predominantly	 populated	 by	 low-income	
students.	 This	 often	 means	 that	 these	 students	 are	 easily	 excluded	 from	 participation	 and,	
therefore,	progression	in	the	musical	field.	Hoffman	notes	that	music	education	being	deemed	
as	 specialist	 in	any	way	changes	 the	 rhetoric	about	how	music	 is	perceived	 by	 students	who	
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have	grown	up	outside	the	middle-class	neighbourhoods	of	cultural	capital.	This	term,	coined	
by	 Bourdieu,	 describes	 cultural	 capital	 as	 ‘familiarity	 with	 the	 legitimate	 culture	 within	 a	
society’	 (Bourdieu,	1973).	As	 identified	by	Hoffman,	music	 students	who	have	gained	cultural	
capital	are	those	who	have	been	routinely	exposed	to	its	practices	throughout	their	childhood,	
and	 so	 are	 primed	 to	 integrate	 themselves	 comfortably	 into	 higher	 education	 and	 then,	
eventually,	a	career.		
	
Music	 education’s	 obsession	with	 focusing	 solely	on	Western	Classical	music	 further	 benefits	
students	 with	 cultural	 capital.	 Further	 isolating	 low-income	 students	 is	 the	 means	 by	 which	
middle-class	 parents	engage	 in	concerted	cultivation	–	parents	with	 the	means	 to	 do	 so	who	
consciously	engage	 in	their	child’s	hobbies	 in	order	to	cultivate	their	child’s	 ‘talent,	skills,	and	
interests’	 (Hoffman,	2013,	p.66).	 The	previously	mentioned	and	criticised	 local	music	 services	
reflect	this	fact.	While	there	were	a	total	of	708,358	students	receiving	subsidised	music	tuition	
at	UK	music	hubs	in	2016-2017,	only	173,903	of	those	students	were	also	eligible	for	the	Pupil	
Premium	 (PP;	 Birmingham	 City	 University,	 2017).	 PP	 is	 allocated	 to	 students	who	qualify	 for	
free	school	meals	due	to	coming	from	low-income	backgrounds.	It	is	also	worth	noting	that	only	
9%	of	 individuals	 from	the	most	deprived	neighbourhoods	are	white	(UK	Government,	2020),	
and	yet	73.8%	of	students	who	receive	subsidised	music	tuition	from	music	hubs	in	2016-2017	
were	white.	That	is	not	to	say	that	white	and/or	wealthier	students	should	be	denied	access	to	
subsidised	music	tuition,	but	it	does	reflect	Hoffman’s	assertion	that	parents	with	the	means	to	
do	so	often	practice	concerted	cultivation	in	order	to	support	their	child’s	talent	and	ambitions	
–	 and	 this	 cultivation	 places	 children	whose	 parents	 lack	 the	means	 to	 do	 so	 at	 a	 significant	
disadvantage.		
	 	
However,	 low-income	music	 students	 not	 only	 face	 practical	 disadvantages	 but	 also	 broader	
conceptual	disadvantages	in	their	higher	education	experience.	Ester	and	Turner	(2009)	discuss	
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how	 the	 financial	 challenges	 of	 accessing	 and	maintaining	 a	musical	 instrument	 increasingly	
makes	 Classical	 music	 ‘the	 province	 of	 the	 more	 affluent	 members	 of	 society’	 (p.55).	 Small	
(1998)	reinforces	this	statement,	commenting	that	Classical	music	has	historically	depended	on	
the	privilege	of	middle-class	culture.	Low-income	students	also	face	the	challenge	of	accessing	
graduate	 education,	 if	 required,	 due	 to	 its	 prohibitive	 costs,	 even	 though	 graduate	 study	 is	
rapidly	becoming	 the	 norm	 for	 the	elite	 few	who	 can	 afford	 to	progress	 to	an	MA	or	MMus	
(Kezar,	2011).	There	is	the	further	unspoken	truth	that	many	of	the	UK’s	best	conservatoires	are	
located	 in	 urban	 centres	 that	 require	 a	 student	 to	 live	 separately	 to	 their	 families	 and	 fund	
expensive	 accommodation	 in	 order	 to	 be	 able	 to	 study.	 Reay	 et	 al.	 (2010)	 identified	 how	
universities	in	and	around	London	increasingly	attracted	wealthier	students,	and	how	it	is	now	
becoming	 the	 norm	 for	 these	 students	 to	 depend	 on	 some	 familial	 financial	 support	 during	
their	studies.			
	
Any	 higher	 education	 music	 student	 will	 find	 that	 a	 career	 in	 music	 requires	 significant	
resilience	 and	 includes	many	 obstacles	 (Hallam	&	Gaunt,	 2012;	 Leadbeater,	 2014).	 All	music	
students,	 regardless	 of	 class	 background,	 may	 deal	 with	 the	 challenges	 of	 long	 hours,	 poor	
sleep,	 disrupted	 personal	 relationships,	 and	 mental	 health	 problems	 in	 the	 pursuit	 of	 their	
career	(Vaag	et	al.,	2014).	Low-income	students	have	the	additional	layers	of	disadvantages	by	
not	belonging	to	or	being	excluded	from	middle-class	educational	spaces	(Aries	&	Seider,	2005).	
It	 is	 the	 responsibility	of	 specialist	music	higher	education	providers	 to	ensure	that	pursuit	 is	
not	 hampered	 for	 low-income	 students	 by	 cultural	 or	 social	 exclusion.	 It	 is	 not	 yet	 clear	 for	
these	 institutions	 whether,	 and	 the	 extent	 to	 which,	 they	 may	 be	 reinforcing	 areas	 of	
disadvantage.	In	recent	years,	universities	have	invested	in	researching	the	experiences	of	low-
income	students	 in	 the	most	elite	 institutions	(Hoxby	&	Avery,	2012;	Delisle	&	Cooper,	2018;	
Stubbs	 &	Murphy,	 2020).	 There	 has	 also	 been	 increased	 interest	 in	 application	 and	 attrition	
rates	among	 low-income	university	 students	 (Thomas,	2002;	Mangan	 et	 al.,	 2010).	However,	
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much	 of	 this	 research	 has	 focused	 on	 quantitative	 data	 –	 attrition	 percentages,	 application	
numbers	 –	 and	 has	 in	 part	 been	 positioned	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 institution.	 There	 is	
limited	 data	 from	 specialist	 music	 higher	 education	 providers	 as	 to	 how	 many	 low-income	
students	 they	 have	 (Office	 for	 Students,	 2020).	 Proportionally,	 it	 is	 unlikely	 that	 these	
institutions	have	a	 low-income	student	population	 reflecting	 that	of	 the	wider	population,	as	
their	conservatoire	state	school	intake	is	found	to	be	lower	than	elite	institutions	University	of	
Cambridge	 and	 University	 of	 Oxford	 (HESA,	 2018).	 This	 in	 itself	 suggests	 inequalities	 in	
accessing	a	career	in	Classical	music.	There	also	has	not	been	any	qualitative	study	to	examine	
how	low-income	students	may	 feel	within	the	conservatoire	environment.	Despite	the	clearly	
identified	 inequalities	 in	 income	 and	 class	 in	 the	 Classical	 music	 sector,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 ‘the	
hierarchy	 of	 value	 tends	 to	 remain	 unspoken	 and	 uncontested’	 (Bull	&	 Scharff,	2017,	p.283),	
and	 so	 it	 is	morally	 imperative	to	examine	how	low-income	students	 feel	about	being	part	of	
the	conservatoire	learning	environment.		
	
Whatsapp	as	a	Data	Collection	Tool	
	
New	digital	data	gathering	practices	are	emerging.	Regulatory	bodies	and	research	institutions,	
such	 as	 the	Spanish	 Institute	 for	 Cyber	 Security	 and	 the	Department	 of	 Radiology	 at	 Federal	
University	of	Rio	de	Janeiro	(Giordano	et	al.,	2017;	MRS;	Market	Research	Society,	2020),	are	
intrigued	by	the	efficiency	and	cost	effectiveness	of	Whatsapp	data	gathering	methods.	While	
there	are	considerable	ethical	implications	around	using	Whatsapp	to	gather	data	for	research	
–	 including	 securing	 informed	consent,	maintaining	confidentiality,	storing	records,	and,	most	
recently,	 compliance	 with	 General	 Data	 Protection	 Regulations	 (GDPR)	 –	 it	 is	 undeniably	 a	
powerful	tool	 for	data	gathering	that	has	established	a	new	way	for	humans	to	communicate	
(Kapoor	et	al.,	2018).	The	medical	community	has	expressed	concerns	that	Whatsapp	currently	
lacks	 clinical	 guidelines	 to	 protect	 confidentiality,	 security	 and	 record	 keeping	 (Mars	 et	 al.,	
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2019).	The	MRS	(2020)	advises	organisations	to	use	Whatsapp	Business	instead	of	the	standard	
Whatsapp	software	for	research	purposes	in	order	to	comply	with	GDPR.	Nevertheless,	despite	
these	 limitations,	Whatsapp	continues	to	increase	the	efficiency,	speed,	and	reliability	of	data	
collection,	with	the	further	benefit	of	knowing	that	data	has	a	secure	backup	in	comparison	to	
its	 analogue	 or	 offline	 digital	 counterparts	 (Matturi,	 2016).	 Data	 gathering	with	Whatsapp	 is	
notably	 quicker,	 with	 the	 period	 of	 time	 between	 recruiting,	 collecting	 and	 analysing	 data	
significantly	 reduced.	 Typically,	 a	 researcher	 has	 to	 allow	 time	 for	 sequentially	 scheduling	
interviews,	 attending	 interviews,	 and	 the	 inevitability	 of	 postponed,	 no-show	 or	 cancelled	
interviews.	The	 capabilities	 of	Whatsapp	mean	 that	 interviews	 can	 happen	 immediately,	 and	
Whatsapp’s	 ubiquitous	 brand,	 particularly	 among	 the	 younger	 generations,	 means	 that	 this	
format	of	dialogue	is	unlikely	to	be	foreign	or	awkward	to	a	younger	participant	(Maros	et	al.,	
2020).	The	ability	 to	 interview	 remotely	also	 places	 fewer	 resource	and	 time	demands	on	all	
involved.	Lunnay	et	al.	 (2015)	 flag,	however,	 that	 research	via	 social	media	 can	 inadvertently	
lead	 to	 ‘digital	 exclusion’	 (p.2)	 and	 encourage	 the	 researcher	 to	 take	 steps	 to	 reduce	 that	
likelihood	by	pursuing	ethical	practice	at	all	stages	of	research	preparation.	It	may	be	the	case	
that,	 in	the	 instance	of	working	with	 individuals	 from	a	 lower	socioeconomic	background,	the	
researcher	 needs	 to	 provide	 digital	 technology	 (i.e.	 smartphone,	 laptop)	 in	 order	 for	 the	
recruited	 individual	 to	 be	 able	 to	 participate.	 In	 some	 instances,	 for	 example	when	working	
with	a	 large	sample	from	a	socioeconomically	deprived	group,	 it	may	be	more	appropriate	to	
use	analogue	data	collection	methods	to	ensure	their	participation	(Warren,	2007).		
	
Even	 before	 the	most	 recent	 advances	 in	 social	media,	 researchers	were	 encouraged	 to	 use	
digital	 advances	 such	 as	 online	 survey	 tools	 to	 further	 the	 reach	of	 their	 study	 –	 particularly	
where	data	could	be	easily	quantified.	Robson	(2011)	noted	that	gathering	data	online	provides	
greater	anonymity,	 sensitivity,	 and	a	 larger	pool	of	 potential	participants.	 In	 the	 last	decade,	
smart	phone	technology	has	advanced	to	such	a	degree	that	humans	are	now	able	to	replicate	
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human	 interactions	 digitally,	 even	 if	 they	 are	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 planet.	 Emery	 (2018)	
highlights	that,	while	there	is	limited	research	on	how	Whatsapp	can	be	used	to	gather	data,	its	
explosive	 popularity	 –	 including	 its	 Voice	 Note	 recording	 feature	 –	 can	 be	 attributed	 to	 its	
‘asynchronicity…	 non	 co-presence,	 and	 the	 spoken	 aspect	 of	 the	 communication	 medium’	
(p.136).	 The	 Voice	 Note	 recording	 function	 enables	 researchers	 to	 concurrently	 gather	 rich	
qualitative	data	from	participants	remotely,	while	 the	participant	 is	 able	 to	take	part	when	 is	
convenient	 and	 consider	 their	 contributions	 to	 the	 study.	 Some	 researchers,	 particularly	
ethnographical	researchers	 looking	to	capture	natural	human	behaviour	within	a	setting,	may	
argue	that	these	predetermined	responses,	however	briefly	considered,	could	compromise	the	
authenticity	of	the	data	provided.	Then	again,	it	is	unlikely	that	researchers	looking	to	capture	
contextual	human	data	will	 conduct	 interviews	 using	 social	media.	 As	 such,	 it	 is	unsurprising	
that	Whatsapp	as	a	medium	of	communication	has	generated	so	much	interest.	At	the	time	of	
writing,	 there	are	244,000	academic	resources	on	Whatsapp	available	on	Google	Scholar	and	
166	Cochrane	Reviews	(Google	Scholar,	2020;	Cochrane	Library,	2020).		
	
Whatsapp’s	application	in	this	study	is,	as	far	as	can	be	ascertained,	a	new	medium	by	which	to	
interview	 participants.	 While	 there	 were	 a	 multitude	 of	 studies	 examining	 Whatsapp’s	
effectiveness	 as	 a	 communication	 tool,	 only	 two	 studies	 were	 identified	 that	 specifically	
examined	its	use	in	interview	(Emery,	2018;	Maros	et	al.,	2020).	Only	Emery’s	study	assessed	in-
depth	how	participants	engaged	with	the	Voice	Note	recording	function,	and	the	study’s	data	
was	 gathered	 using	 a	 multi-method	 approach	 of	 surveys	 and	 Voice	 Note	 recordings.	 	 The	
question	 remains	 over	 whether	 Whatsapp	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	 are	 an	 effective	 way	 of	
gathering	 data,	 particularly	where	 the	voices	 of	historically	marginalised	 groups	 such	 as	 low-
income	students	are	concerned.		
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There	 is	 limited	 literature	available	regarding	Whatsapp	as	a	research	tool,	 and	regarding	the	
low-income	 conservatoire	 student	 experience.	 Existing	 quantitative	 literature	 explores	
engagement	 with	 government-funded	 music	 initiatives,	 and	 state-school	 student	 intake	 for	
music	 education	 programmes.	 Additionally,	 there	 is	 limited	 literature	 on	 how	 low-income	
students	feel	within	these	spaces.	There	is	also	limited	qualitative	literature	on	the	experiences	
of	low-income	students	within	the	wider	higher	education	setting,	with	most	articles	focusing	
more	 broadly	 on	 the	 role	 of	 post-1992	 institutions,	 or	 the	 impact	 of	 student	 loans	 (Boliver,	
2015;	 Blackburn,	 2016).	 Often,	 the	 literature	 also	 emphasises	 class	 background	 instead	 of	
socioeconomic	 background.	While	 class	background	 is	 important,	 this	 can	 at	 times	 dilute	 the	
discussion	 down	 to	 a	 debate	 on	 the	 origins	 of	 cultural	 markers	 instead	 of	 addressing	 the	
ultimate	vulnerability	of	this	group,	which	is	financial	hardship.		
	
This	 study	 uses	 two	 research	 questions	 to	 address	 both	 the	 experiences	 of	 conservatoire	
students	who	have	faced	historical	financial	hardship,	and	the	utility	of	Whatsapp	as	a	means	of	
sensitively	gathering	data:		
	
1) How	do	low-income	students	experience	studying	at	conservatoire?		
2) Are	Whatsapp	Voice	Note	 recordings	a	 suitable	means	of	gathering	data	 from	socially	
marginalised	groups?		
	
These	questions	aim	to	assess	Whatsapp’s	suitablility	for	sensitive	data	collection,	qualitatively	
explore	how	low-income	students	at	conservatoire	perceive	their	own	learning	experience,	and	
provide	evidence	on	whether	conservatoires	need	to	make	further	efforts	to	support	them.		
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Methods	&	Methodology		
	
Methods		
	
This	study	applies	a	 social	 constructionist	epistemology	and	a	qualitative	methodology.	 Social	
constructionism	was	the	ideal	theoretical	basis	for	this	research	because	it	emphasises	how	our	
social	 reality	 is	 a	human	construct	 (Berger	&	 Luckmann,	1966),	prioritising	 and	validating	 the	
participants’	experiences.	As	a	theoretical	model,	it	also	recognises	the	role	of	the	researcher,	
who	‘work[s]	with	participants	to	generate	meaning	in	a	bottom-up	manner’	(Williamon	et	al.,	
in	 press,	 ch.1,	 p.11).	 The	 purpose	 of	 social	 constructionism	 and	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	 research	
question	‘how	do	low-income	students	experience	studying	at	conservatoire?’	are	well	aligned.	
Both	aim	 to	better	understand	complicated	 social	 issues.	Even	 the	open	nature,	 the	 ‘how’	of	
the	research	question,	 implies	an	attempt	to	understand	how	this	 intersection	of	class	affects	
the	 low-income	 student	 experience.	 Social	 constructionism	 recognises	 the	 subjective	
experience	 of	 the	 participant	 and	 means	 the	 researcher	 enters	 into	 their	 research	 with	 no	
predetermined	 prior	 framework	 of	 the	 issue	 (Andrews,	 2012).	 This	 instead	 allows	 the	
participant	 to	 define	 the	 parameters	 of	 the	 interview	 from	 their	 perspective.	 Nonetheless,	
constructionist	researchers	run	the	risk	of	bias	due	to	their	more	direct,	subjective	involvement	
in	 data	 collection	 and	 analysis.	 To	 counter	 this,	 the	 methods	 for	 this	 study	 were	 carefully	
considered	to	reduce	the	influence	of	the	researcher	(see	Reflexivity,	p.20).	
	
A	qualitative	methodology	was	selected	because	it	emphasises	‘understanding	the	social	world’	
(Williamon	et	al.,	in	press,	ch.2,	p.2).	In	this	context,	understand	the	inner	complexities	of	social	
classes	 and	 how	 these	 interact	with	 a	 conservatoire	 setting	 requires	a	 holistic	 approach	 that	
focuses	on	understanding	how	those	social	systems	do	or	do	not	work	together.	The	emphasis	
on	 the	 human	 experience	 is	 fundamental,	 and	 the	 research	 question	 ‘how	 do	 low-income	
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students	experience	studying	at	conservatoire?’	prioritises	the	lived,	subjective	experiences	of	
the	 participants,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 meanings	 and	 value	 that	 they	 derive	 from	 them.	 It	 is	 also	
important	in	this	context,	where	data	is	being	gathered	on	a	relatively	unknown	topic,	for	the	
research	 to	 focus	 on	 understanding	 the	 challenges,	 complexities,	 rules,	 and	 overall	 emic	
perspective	 of	 these	 sociocultural	 exchanges	 (Creswell,	 2009).	 The	 inductive	 nature	 of	 a	
qualitative	study	also	permits	flexibility	and	adaptability	both	in	method	and	design,	which	was	
useful	when	piloting	a	new	digital	research	method.		
	
Participants		
	
Table	1	
	
Participant	 Gender	 Instrument	 Level	of	Study	
Participant	D	 Male	 Oboe	 UG	
Participant	H	 Female	 Harp	 PG	
Participant	K	 Female	 Singer	 UG	
Participant	S	 Male	 Singer	 UG	
	
	
Table	1.	Table	displaying	basic	demographic	information	of	participants.	
	
Six	participants	were	initially	recruited	for	the	study,	with	four	who	ultimately	participated:	two	
men	and	 two	women,	all	between	 the	ages	of	18-24	and	all	of	white	ethnicity.	 The	 inclusion	
criteria	 for	 participants	were	 individuals	who	 currently	 studied	at	 either	 the	Royal	 College	of	
Music	or	 the	 Royal	 Academy	of	Music,	 and	who	self-identified	 as	 coming	 from	a	 low-income	
background.	Recruitment	was	 restricted	 to	these	two	 institutions	 in	order	to	 replicate	 similar	
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learning	environments.	Emphasis	was	placed	on	the	participant’s	socioeconomic	background	to	
avoid	confusion	between	students	who	perceived	themselves	as	being	low	earning	due	to	their	
current	student	status,	and	students	who	had	experience	growing	up	in	a	lower	socioeconomic	
environment.	Recruitment	targeted	students	from	a	lower	socioeconomic	background.			
	
Materials	
	
A	 semi-structured	 interview	method	was	selected	due	 to	 its	 greater	degree	of	 flexibility.	This	
format	allowed	for	follow-up	questions	while	still	adhering	to	the	main	questions	covered	in	the	
interview	guide.	These	questions,	along	with	their	relevant	topic,	are	outlined	in	Table	2	below.	
The	 interview	 questions	 were	 sent	 in	 a	 written	 Whatsapp	 message	 to	 the	 participant.	 The	
participant	 responded	 with	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	 ranging	 from	 15	 to	 20	 minutes	 in	 total	
length.	At	that	point,	 the	researcher	sent	 further	written	follow-up	questions	or	clarifications.	
The	Voice	Note	 recordings	were	 transcribed	by	 the	researcher	and	deleted	within	14	days	of	
the	date	of	the	last	message.		
	
Table	2	
	
1. How	long	have	you	been	studying	your	instrument?		
TOPIC:	INTRODUCTORY	
2. What	 type	 of	 music	 lessons	 or	 classes,	 if	 any,	 did	 you	 receive	 at	 school?	 Did	 you	
receive	any	music	training	outside	of	school?	
TOPIC:	BACKGROUND	
3. What	is	a	typical	day	at	conservatoire	like	for	you?		
TOPIC:	STUDY	EXPERIENCE	
4. Why	did	you	choose	to	study	at	conservatoire?	
TOPIC:	MOTIVATIONS	
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5. Can	you	tell	me	a	bit	more	about	how	you	find	the	social	aspects	of	conservatoire?	
TOPIC:	SOCIAL	EXPERIENCE	
6. What	are	some	of	the	more	enjoyable	aspects	of	studying	at	conservatoire?	
TOPIC:	POSITIVE	EXPERIENCES	
7. What	are	some	of	the	least	enjoyable	aspects	of	studying	at	conservatoire?	
TOPIC:	NEGATIVE	EXPERIENCES	
8. Overall,	how	do	you	feel	about	being	at	conservatoire?	
TOPIC:	CONCLUDING/OVERALL	EXPERIENCE	
	
Table	2.	Table	outlining	the	main	topics	covered	in	the	interview	guide.	
	
Data	 collection	took	place	 in	the	form	of	semi-structured	 interviews	conducted	via	Whatsapp	
Voice	Note	recordings.	Semi-structured	interviews	were	selected	as	their	flexibility	allowed	for	
the	participant’s	input	to	influence	the	shape	of	the	interview.	The	flexibility	also	allowed	for	a	
new	 topic	to	be	discussed	within	a	wider	 framework	of	 literature	(McIntosh	&	Morse,	2015).	
Once	 the	 participants	 had	 sent	 their	 completed	 and	 signed	 informed	 consent	 form,	 they	
received	a	series	of	written	questions	in	text	message	format	to	their	Whatsapp	number.	They	
were	 then	 asked	 to	 respond	 by	 recording	 their	 answers	 using	 the	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	
function.	The	researcher	assumed	that	the	participants,	all	aged	between	18-24,	were	likely	to	
be	familiar	with	the	interactive	functions	of	the	app.	Whatsapp	was	selected	as	the	best	social	
media	 platform	 for	 conducting	 an	 interview	 via	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	 due	 to	 its	 universal	
usage,	its	unlimited	Voice	Note	recording	length,	and	its	easy	user	interface.	
	
Procedure		
	
Ethics	 approval	 was	 sought	 from	 and	 approved	 by	 the	 Conservatoires	 UK	 Research	 Ethics	
Committee.	Ethical	considerations	 included	discussing	a	sensitive	topic	based	on	the	personal	
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experiences	 of	 a	 historically	 marginalised	 social	 group.	 All	 participants	 were	 fully	 informed	
about	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	 research	 and	 their	 role	 in	 contributing	 to	 the	 research	 prior	 to	
participating.	 They	 were	 also	 informed	 that	 their	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	 would	 be	 deleted	
within	 14	 days	 of	 the	 last	 Voice	 Note	 recording	 being	 sent	 by	 the	 participant,	 once	 the	
transcripts	had	been	stored	securely.	All	participants	were	first	given	a	Participant	Information	
Sheet	(see	Appendix	1,	p.63),	which	included	reference	to	the	fact	that	they	may	be	distressed	
by	the	subject	matter	and	could	withdraw	from	participation	at	any	time.	They	then	gave	their	
informed	consent	by	signing	the	Informed	Consent	Form	(see	Appendix	2,	p.66).	All	participants	
were	offered	a	Summary	of	Outcomes	Sheet	at	the	conclusion	of	the	study.		
	
Participants	were	recruited	via	two	Facebook	groups:	 ‘RCM	SU	-	Current	Students’	and	 ‘Royal	
Academy	of	Music	Students’	Union.’	The	recruitment	post	in	the	Royal	College	of	Music	group	
was	shared	by	the	researcher,	and	the	recruitment	post	in	the	Royal	Academy	of	Music	group	
was	shared	by	a	representative	at	that	institution.		
	
The	participant	received	the	 Informed	Consent	Form	via	Facebook.	Once	they	had	completed	
the	form,	returned	it,	and	provided	their	Whatsapp	number,	the	researcher	shared	a	short	set	
of	instructions	and	the	 interview	questions	with	the	participant	via	Whatsapp.	The	participant	
then	responded,	typically	within	three	to	four	days.	Most	individual	question	recordings	were	
four	 minutes	 in	 duration,	 although	 some	 recordings	were	 substantial	 longer	 or	 shorter.	 The	
researcher	 sent	 any	 follow-up	 questions	 to	 the	 participant,	 who	 responded	more	 promptly,	
within	 one	 or	 two	 days.	 The	 participants	 were	 then	 thanked	 and	 offered	 a	 Summary	 of	
Outcomes	Sheet	at	the	conclusion	of	the	research.	Their	interviews	were	transcribed	within	14	
days	of	their	interviews	taking	place,	and	their	recordings	were	then	deleted.	The	participants	
were	notified	with	a	screenshot	that	the	researcher	had	deleted	their	recordings.		
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Analysis	
	
This	study	opted	to	use	Interpretative	Phenomenological	Analysis	(IPA)	to	analyse	the	data.	IPA	
is	a	type	of	qualitative	analysis	 that	gives	the	participant	a	voice,	prioritises	their	perceptions,	
experiences,	 and	worldview	 over	 a	 preconceived	worldview,	 and	 situates	 their	 contributions	
within	the	human	context	(Smith,	1996;	Larkin	et	al.,	2006).		The	IPA	process	is	outlined	below:	
	
Stage	 1:	 Whatsapp	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	 were	 transcribed	 and	 deleted	 within	 14	 days.	
Participants	were	notified	that	their	recordings	had	been	deleted.	
	
Stage	2:	The	first	 interview	 transcript	was	read	multiple	times,	with	 initial	observations	being	
noted	in	the	left-hand	margin	(see	Appendix	3,	p.67).	
	
Stage	3:	The	first	interview	transcript	was	re-read,	with	themes	noted	down	in	the	right-hand	
margin	(see	Appendix	4,	p.68).	
	
Stage	 4:	 Themes	 were	 arranged	 chronologically	 and	 then	 arranged	 into	 categories.	 These	
themes	were	checked	against	the	original	transcript	and	then	turned	into	a	subordinate	themes	
table.		
	
Stage	 5:	 The	 subordinate	 themes	 table	 was	 referenced	 when	 analysing	 the	 next	 transcript.	
Stages	2-4	were	repeated	on	each	transcript.		
	
Stage	6:	All	subordinate	themes	were	listed	together	and	reviewed	to	generate	a	final	table	of	
superordinate	and	subordinate	themes	(see	Table	3,	p.20).	
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Reflexivity	
	
Reflexivity	was	practiced	throughout	the	research	planning,	data	collection,	analysis	and	writing	
up	processes.	The	researcher	was	acutely	aware	of	their	 influencing	 role	within	 the	research,	
not	just	as	an	active	participant	in	the	IPA	process	(Lasch	et	al.,	2010),	but	also	in	their	efforts	to	
avoid	further	marginalising	the	social	group	being	interviewed.	The	researcher	made	significant	
efforts	 to	give	the	participant	control	over	when,	what,	 and	for	how	long	they	contributed	 in	
order	to	redress	the	power	dynamic	between	the	researcher	and	participant.	As	emphasised	by	
Robson,	‘control	over	what	people	do	has	an	enormous	moral	dimension’	(Robson,	2011).	This	
was	particularly	important	given	that	the	researcher	belonged	to	a	more	dominant	social	group.	
The	researcher’s	accent	and	vocabulary	would	have	communicated	their	social	group,	and	the	
participant’s	awareness	of	this	may	have	influenced	the	outcomes	of	the	data.	If	the	participant	
were	 aware	 of	 the	 researcher’s	 background,	 they	 could	 be	 less	 forthcoming	 in	 their	
observations,	or	 could	 self-censor	 comments	 that	 they	 did	not	 feel	 comfortable	disclosing	 to	
the	researcher.	Ultimately,	 the	participant	was	more	likely	to	speak	authentically	 if	they	were	
not	directly	speaking	to	someone	from	the	dominant	social	group.	The	researcher	limited	their	
interactions	 with	 the	 participants	 to	 written	 format	 only.	 By	 contrast,	 the	 participants	
responded	verbally	using	WhatsApp	Voice	Note	recordings	to	give	them	a	more	dominant	voice	
in	the	 interactions	and	a	greater	sense	of	control.	The	semi-structured	 interview	method	also	
allowed	for	greater	authenticity	as	the	participants’	contributions	partly	shaped	the	interview.	
The	researcher	also	carefully	reviewed	the	transcripts	at	all	writing	stages	in	order	to	make	sure	
that	the	wording	of	the	original	transcripts	was	replicated.	
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Results	
	
The	 analysis	 of	 the	 four	 interviews	 produced	 five	 final	 superordinate	 themes	 that	 best	
represented	 the	 experiences	 of	 all	 four	 participants,	 as	 outlined	 in	 Table	 3	 below.	 The	 five	
themes	are	outlined	and	discussed	in	the	Results	and	Discussion	sections,	and	any	relationship	
between	themes	is	explored.	
	
Table	3	
	
 Superordinate	Themes  Subordinate	Themes
Elitism	in	Classical	music	education	 Affording	a	masters	degree	
Lack	of	acknowledgement	of	issue	
Instrument	access	
Unequal	distribution	of	opportunities	
Favouritism	
Means-testing	for	scholarships	
Snobbish	attitudes	
The	‘self-conscious	outsider’	 Imposter	Syndrome	
Code-switching	
Awareness	that	other	students	on	course	
come	from	wealthier	backgrounds	
Gratitude	
Luck	
Resentment		
Financial	Awareness	
Invisible	standards	
Work	as	an	obstacle	to	study	and	attainment	 Overburdened	by	timetable	
Limited	learning	experience	
Unhealthy	mental	environment	
Competition	
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Enjoyable	conservatoire	experience	 Supportive	social	environment	
Shared	passion	
Status	of	their	institution	
Gratitude	
International	experience	 Differing	experiences	of	low-income	
Varying	exposure	to	music	during	primary	
and	secondary	education	
	
	
Table	3.	Table	showing	superordinate	and	subordinate	themes	and	themes	resulting	from	the	IPA	process.	
	
Elitism	in	Classical	music	education	
	
All	 four	 participants	 identified	 in	 their	 interviews	 a	 negative	 aspect	 of	 their	 experiences	 that	
was	 determined	 by	 underlying	 hierarchies	 of	 elitism	 in	 Classical	 music	 education.	 Two	
participants	 noted	 that	 there	 was	 an	 assumption	 from	 their	 conservatoire	 that	 they	 would	
progress	to	further	education	and	that	they	could	afford	a	masters	degree.	
	
Participant	 K	was	 notably	 uncomfortable	when	 outlining	 the	 pressures	 that	 she	 experienced	
when	her	peers	were	applying	to	study	on	the	masters	programme.	She	noted	that	this	was	the	
accepted	route	for	any	singer	who	wanted	to	pursue	a	high-profile	career.	The	experience	left	
Participant	 K	 ‘[feeling]	 really	 out	 of	 place’,	 wondering	 if	 she	 ‘would	 ever	 be	 able	 to	 afford	 a	
masters’,	 and	 left	 her	with	 the	 impression	 that	 a	masters	 degree	was	 necessary	 to	 progress	
professionally.	Participant	D	described	how	winning	a	competition	that	awarded	him	a	‘sizeable	
scholarship’	was	the	only	way	by	which	he	was	able	 to	afford	a	masters.	Participant	H	noted	
that	it	is	almost	impossible	to	self-fund	a	masters	without	parental	or	familial	support:		
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	 ‘I	 figured	 ah,	 you	 need	 about	 £15,000	 a	 year	 to	 pay	 for	 yourself,	 and	 then	 my	
scholarship…	so	 including	tuition	then	I	would	need	£19,000	a	year	which	is	basically	having	a	
full-time	 job,	 so	 it	 kind	 of	 doesn’t	 work…	 and	 nobody	 even	 attempts	 to	 find	 a	 solution.’	
(Participant	H)	
	
	 Participant	H	felt	strongly	that	her	institution	did	little	to	address	the	financial	problems	
that	 low-income	 students	 face	 at	 postgraduate	 level,	 and	 explained	 how	 a	 number	 of	 her	
friends,	in	similar	positions,	had	‘ruined	their	credit	scores’	by	entering	into	credit	card	debt	in	a	
desperate	 attempt	 to	 fund	 their	 studies.	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 stresses	 around	 self-financing	
throughout	 her	masters,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 lack	 of	 perceived	 institutional	 emotional	 or	 financial	
support	 for	 students	 in	 her	 position,	 had	 negatively	 impacted	 how	Participant	H	 experiences	
studying	at	conservatoire.	
	
The	participants	felt	 that	some	of	the	issues	around	affording	study	were	fuelled	by	a	general	
lack	 of	 acknowledgement	 that	 there	 was	 an	 issue	with	 the	 financial	 challenges	 that	 a	 low-
income	student	faced	when	attending	a	specialist	music	institution.			
	
Participant	 H	 described	 how,	 when	 pushed	 to	 approach	 her	 institution	 about	 funding	
possibilities,	she	was	repeatedly	asked	whether	‘[she]	had	any	relatives	who	could	help...	which	
is	 quite	 rude.’	 This	 seemed	 to	 be	 insulting	 to	 Participant	 H,	 who	 became	 aggravated	 when	
discussing	this	point.	She	implied	that	it	was	ignorant	to	interrogate	her	on	‘whether	[she]	could	
unearth	some	kind	of	granny	or	uncle’	to	fund	her	when	clearly	she	would	not	be	approaching	
the	institution	for	financial	support	if	that	were	the	case.	She	also	flagged	that,	even	though	she	
had	 a	 scholarship,	 she	 still	 struggled	 financially	 throughout	 her	 studies	 and	 felt	 that	 ‘[the	
institution]	does	 not	 acknowledge	 how	 expensive	 it	 is.’	 She	 evidenced	 this	 by	 describing	 her	
experiences	of	being	referred	to	the	hardship	fund:		
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	 ‘There	is	some	hardship	fund	which…	I	mean	–	every	little	helps,	but	it	is	a	joke	because	it	
does	not	cover	any	single	expense	that	you	might	have.	Even	one	month’s	rent,	and	you	can	only	
get	 one	 [payment	 from	 the	 hardship	 fund]	 per	 term.	 Basically,	 their	mindset	 is	 stuck	 in	 pre-
tuition	fee	land.’	(Participant	H)	
	
	Her	 institution’s	 lack	 of	 recognition	 of	 the	 realities	 of	 what	 an	 average	 person	 could	 afford	
frustrated	Participant	H.	She	mentioned	that	it	was	not	hard	to	confirm	anecdotally	that	there	
was	a	widespread	issue	around	affordability	that	affected	other	students,	as	it	 routinely	came	
up	in	conversation	with	her	 low-income	peers.	Participant	D	reflected	on	the	reasons	why	his	
institution	 did	 not	 address	 the	 financial	 challenges	 of	 low-income	 students,	 and	 their	 elitist	
attitude	towards	recruitment:	
	
	 ‘It’s	 not	 really	 something	 tutors	 or	 staff	 at	 [the	 institution]	 like	 acknowledge	 fully	 as	
naturally	a	lot	of	the	really	good	players	come	from	private	school	systems	and	obviously	they	
want	the	very	best	players	attending	for	[the	institution’s]	reputation.’	(Participant	D)	
	
	 Participant	 D	 felt	 that,	 although	 this	 attitude	 was	 to	 be	 expected	 from	 high-ranking	
conservatoires,	the	approach	was	toxic	and	an	issue	that	could	only	be	resolved	by	addressing	
the	institution’s	elitism.	Participant	D	sounded	disheartened	when	speaking	at	this	point	in	the	
interview,	 and	 it	 seemed	 as	 if	 he	 viewed	 the	 conservatoire’s	 attitude	 to	 recruitment	 as	 a	
disappointing	side	to	its	culture.	
	
The	participants	outlined	how	elitism	 in	their	 institutions,	and	music	education	more	broadly,	
could	be	 identified	by	some	basic	practical	considerations.	The	example	that	two	participants	
gave	was	instrument	access.		
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Participant	D	is	an	instrumentalist	who	had	worked	hard	to	afford	his	oboe	–	‘I	had	to	work	to	
pay	for	my	own	professional	instrument.	When	I	was	growing	up	the	instrument	that	I	played	on	
was	pretty	poor	 [quality].’	Participant	D	made	 this	comment	 in	 comparison	to	other	 students	
who	had	no	concept	of	their	 financial	advantage	and	who	had	been	provided	a	better-quality	
instrument	via	their	private	school	or	their	parents.	He	felt	that	their	lack	of	awareness	at	their	
financial	 advantage	 in	 relation	 to	 instrument	 access	 made	 his	 conservatoire	 experience	 less	
enjoyable.	 Similarly,	 Participant	 K,	who	 is	 a	 singer,	 commented	 on	 the	 costs	 associated	with	
tuition:		
	
	 ‘I	don’t	even	have	to	pay	for	my	instrument	as	a	singer…	I	think	it’s	like	thousands	you	
have	to	pay	for	the	violin,	and	 I	don’t	 think	 I	would	have	made	 it	past	primary	school,	 I	 don’t	
reckon,	if	I	was	actually	playing	an	instrument.’	(Participant	K)	
	
	 Participant	 K	 had	 previously	 highlighted	 that	 she	 had	 also	 learned	 the	 oboe	 during	
secondary	 education	 but	 that	 this	 was	 unusual	 for	 her	 background,	 and	 had	 been	 fully	
subsidised	 as	 the	 result	 of	 a	 local	 music	 hub	 recruitment	 drive.	 Participant	 K’s	 comments	
suggest	that	she	thinks	it	is	unlikely	that	many	low-income	instrumentalists	would	progress	to	
conservatoire.	It	is	unsurprising,	then,	that	low-income	instrumentalists	like	Participant	D	have	
negative	 associations	 with	 conservatoire	 as	 a	 result	 of	 being	 embedded	 in	 a	 predominantly	
higher-income	setting,	where	other	students	lack	awareness	of	the	costs	involved	in	learning	an	
instrument.		
	
Two	 participants	 also	 individually	 referenced	 the	 unequal	 distribution	 of	 opportunities,	
primarily	via	unofficial	channels	of	favouritism.	Both	participants	found	this	problematic.	
	
	 	 MOR13018122	(word	count:	13,113)	
 25	
Participant	 H	 had	 reduced	 opportunities	 as	 a	 harpist	 within	 the	 orchestra	 because	 the	
coordinator	 had	 repeatedly	 booked	 the	 same	 two	 players.	 She	 felt	 that	 the	 favouritism	
displayed	at	her	institution	was	‘not	very	helpful…	and	weirdly	restrictive…	and	basically	for	the	
first	three	years	[she]	did	not	have	any	orchestral	projects’,	and	then	‘suddenly	[the	institution]	
had	 a	 new	 coordinator	 and	 now	 [she	 has]	 had	 amazing	 experiences.’	 Participant	 H	
acknowledged	that	the	subjectivity	of	 favouritism	affects	how	different	students	on	the	same	
instrument	experience	conservatoire,	as	was	the	case	for	her.	Participant	H	also	progressed	the	
idea	of	favouritism	affecting	the	student	experience	by	outlining	how	the	better	students	were	
students	who	did	 not	 have	 to	 spend	 a	 lot	 of	 their	 time	working	 in	 a	 job.	 They	were	 able	 to	
‘spend	all	that	time	working	on…	or	just	resting,	you	know,	then	[they]	have	an	advantage.’	This	
was	 clearly	 an	 area	 of	 frustration	 to	 Participant	 H	 as	 she	 felt	 that	 the	 favouritism	 dynamic	
disadvantaged	 people	 who	 had	 to	 prioritise	 earning	 income.	 Participant	 K	 also	 flagged	
favouritism	as	an	issue	in	her	interview:	
	
	 ‘If	you	are	a	favourite,	and	a	particular	person	 in	charge	really…	rates	you,	you	will	be	
given	more	opportunities,	because	a	lot	of	the	time	it	is	not	on	audition,	usually	you	will	just	get	
put	forward	for	things	–	which	I’m	not	sure	I	entirely	agree	with	because	everyone’s	paying	the	
same	and	it’s	not	really	fair.’	(Participant	K)	
	
	 	Participant	K	explicitly	challenged	the	idea	of	favouritism,	citing	that	conservatoire	was	
still	 fundamentally	an	 educational	 space	where	 everyone	was	 paying	 the	 same	 to	 study,	 and	
that	there	were	lots	of	reasons	that	 ‘someone	may	have	mastered	their	technique	a	couple	of	
years	 before	 you.’	 Participant	 K	was	 critical	 of	 how	 opportunities	were	 unequally	 distributed	
without	regard	for	the	value	of	that	 learning	opportunity	 for	another	student,	and	noted	that	
often	students	were	not	even	 informed	that	an	opportunity	existed.	 She	felt	 that	 favouritism	
had	 left	 her	 with	 fewer	 opportunities	 throughout	 her	 time	 at	 conservatoire,	 and	 she	 felt	
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negatively	that	her	time	at	conservatoire	was	sometimes	treated	more	as	a	professional	 than	
an	educational	experience.	
	
Two	 participants	 flagged	 that	 they	 wished	 that	 the	 conservatoire	 used	 means-testing	 for	
scholarships,	as	they	both	knew	individuals	who	had	scholarships	and	who	did	not	necessarily	
require	the	funds	to	be	able	to	access	study.	This	was	a	disheartening	fact	to	these	participants.		
	
Participant	K	inadvertently	talked	about	means-testing,	by	referring	to	how	it	would	be	fairer	to	
allocate	 scholarships	 based	on	a	 combination	 of	merit	 and	background.	 She	 felt	 that	means-
testing	scholarships	could	significantly	impact	a	low-income	student’s	experience:			
	
	 ‘You	background	and	where	you	come	from	–	those	things	are’t	taken	into	consideration	
when	 you	 are	 auditioning.	 Someone	who	 could	 easily	 be	 supported	 through	 their	 studies	 [by	
family]	ends	up	getting	the	largest	scholarship,	when	that	money	could	have	been	used	to	give	
someone	an	opportunity	that	they	otherwise	could	never	take….	There	are	 lots	of	people	who	
may	never	get	 to	do	what	 they	want	to	do,	 just	because	they	 can’t	afford	 the	 training,	and	 I	
think	 that	 is	 something	 that	Classical	music	 needs	 to	 sort	out	anyway,	because	 it	 does	 come	
across	as	elitist.’	(Participant	K)		
	
	 Participant	K	commented	that	the	scholarship	allocation	process	currently	comes	across	
as	 ‘elitist.’	 Participant	 D	 advised	 his	 institution	 in	 his	 interview	 to	 properly	 means-test	
applicants	 for	scholarships.	 In	Participant	D’s	experience,	the	 largest	scholarships	went	to	the	
students	who	had	 received	 ‘distinctly	 superior	 education	 up	 to	 the	 age	of	 18.’	 	 Participant	D	
stated	that	he	‘[knows]	several	people	on	big	scholarships	in	undergrad	for	example	who	don’t	
actually	need	 the	money	and	wouldn’t	 have	 to	 rely	 on	 it.’	Participant	D	 felt	 frustrated	 that	a	
scholarship,	 if	 invested	properly,	could	make	a	significant	difference	to	a	low-income	student,	
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saving	them	from	anxiety	about	money	–	and	maybe	even	enabling	them	to	accept	an	offer	of	a	
place.	He	commented	that	his	institution	needed	to	be	better	at	recognising	that	the	stronger	
auditions	 were	 inevitably	 likely	 to	 be	 students	 who	 had	 received	 more	 and	 better	 music	
schooling.		
	
Three	 of	 the	 participants	 commented	 that	 they	 had	 encountered	 snobbish	 attitudes	 at	
conservatoire	and	that	these	attitudes	propagated	an	atmosphere	of	elitism.		
	
Participant	S	 flagged	that	many	of	the	students	at	his	institution	will	not	have	had	to	face	the	
same	 adversity	 prior	 to	 arriving	 at	 conservatoire	 and	 that	 it	 showed	 in	 their	 attitudes.	 He	
frequently	encountered	comments	like	‘it’s	my	money,	I’m	paying	for	the	course…	I	can	do	what	
I	 want.’	 Participant	 S	 described	 these	 comments	 as	 upsetting	 because	 he	 felt	 that	 these	
students	 could	not	see	their	own	privilege.	Participant	H	 stated	 that	there	were	musicians	at	
conservatoire	who	were	 ‘arrogant’	 and	behaved	as	 if	 they	were	 ‘a	bit	better	 than	[her]’,	 and	
that	 this	 ‘[didn’t]	make	 [her]	 feel	 any	 better’	 about	 herself.	 Participant	 K	described	 instances	
when	other	students	had	been	unkind	and	‘not	been	very	nice	about	other	students	and	their	
abilities…	making	their	opinions	fairly	well	known.’		Participant	K	clarified	that,	while	not	every	
student	 has	 this	 attitude,	 she	 often	 found	 the	 conservatoire	 atmosphere	 to	 be	 divisive	 and	
encouraging	of	competition	between	students.		
	
Self-conscious	outsider	
	
This	superordinate	theme	has	been	generated	to	represent	the	overarching	experiences	of	all	
four	participants.	The	concept	of	the	‘self-conscious	outsider’	describes	how	these	participants	
experienced	a	type	of	Imposter	Syndrome	unique	to	being	from	a	low-income	background.		
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Participant	 S	 reflected	 how	 conservatoire	 had	 given	 him	 a	 sense	 of	 Imposter	 Syndrome	 and	
even	changed	the	way	that	he	behaved:	
	
	 ‘Conservatoire’s	had	a	really	strange	effect	on	me…	I	guess	for	a	while	I	felt	some	sort	of	
Imposter	 Syndrome	 going	 there	 and…	 I’ve	 somehow	 subconsciously	 chosen	 to	 adapt	 by	
changing	 the	way	 I	 speak,	 changing	 the	way	 I	 act	 to	 try	 and	 fit	 in	 a	 bit	more…	 and	 I	 don’t	
necessarily	like	that.’	(Participant	S)	
	
	 This	 can	 also	 be	 categorised	 as	 code	 switching,	 which	 commonly	 occurs	 when	 an	
individual	has	to	 traverse	 two	cultural	 groups.	On	a	 socioeconomic	 level,	 this	 is	most	notably	
with	people	who	move	from	minority-to-white	communities	and	working-class-to-middle-class	
communities.	The	parents	of	Participant	S	observed	these	changes	and	told	him	‘you	don’t	talk	
like	that.’	 	Participant	S	 felt	 that	he	had	to	change	how	he	presented	himself	when	he	was	at	
conservatoire	 to	make	himself	more	acceptable	 to	 that	 social	 setting	 -	 and	he	 felt	negatively	
about	how	his	experiences	at	conservatoire	had	influenced	his	behaviour.	
	
Participant	 H	 commented	 that	 conservatoire	 can	 make	 low-income	 students	 feel	 ‘kind	 of	
insecure’	 and	 that	 she	 had	 been	 experiencing	 Imposter	 Syndrome	 for	 most	 of	 her	 studies.	
Participant	D	noted	that,	once	he	was	aware	that	most	of	his	peers	had	previously	met	through	
their	school	or	external	music	projects,	he	felt	like	‘a	bit	of	an	outsider.’		
	
In	 fact,	 all	 four	 participants	 described	 feeling	 like	 an	 outsider,	 usually	 in	 contrast	 to	 their	
growing	 awareness	 that	 most	 of	 the	 other	 students	 on	 their	 course	 came	 from	wealthier	
backgrounds.		
	
Participant	D	felt	bemused	when	he	realised	that	many	of	his	peers	already	knew	each	other:	
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	 ‘Maybe	part	of	that	was	that	I	didn’t	already	have	the	friendship	connections	that	a	lot	
of	 British	 students	 going	 to	 conservatoires	 already	 have	 from	 playing	 in	 the	 National	 Youth	
Orchestra	and	even	just	going	to	the	same	school	–	Chethams	or	Wells.’	(Participant	D)		
	
	 It	is	clear	that	many	of	Participant	D’s	peers	attended	the	same	small	group	of	specialist	
private	music	schools.	Participant	S	described	how,	over	the	first	few	weeks,	he	slowly	became	
aware	that	most	of	his	peers	went	to	private	schools.	He	described	how	disorientated	he	felt	
when	he	learned	about	the	music	education	other	conservatoire	students	had	received:	
	
	 	‘I	remember	hearing	about	these	specialist	music	secondary	schools	like	Chets	and	Wells	
and	 Purcell	 and…	 I	 remember	 being	 so	 jealous	 because,	 for	 one	 thing,	 I	 had	 never	 heard	 of	
them,	 never	 knew	 they	 existed,	 and	 I	 was	 jealous	 because	 they	 sounded	 amazing…	 these	
specialist	music	schools	getting	all	that	experience…	it	was	a	bit	of	a	shock.’	(Participant	S)	
	
	 Participant	S	was	surprised	at	the	casual	way	his	peers	chatted	about	the	privilege	that	
they	had	already	had	in	terms	of	music	education.	By	comparison,	Participant	S	reflected	on	his	
own	school	friends	and	his	own	experiences	prior	to	conservatoire.	He	commented	that	many	
of	his	friends	had	ambitions	but	that	they	were	not	afforded	the	opportunity,	with	‘a	lot	of	the	
people	[he]	went	to	school	with	[ending]	up	 in	gangs,	in	situations	that	they	definitely	did	not	
want	 to	be	 in.’	Participant	 S	 found	 it	uncomfortable	being	 in	a	 social	environment	where	 his	
peers	were	 so	 unaware	 of	 their	 privilege.	 Participant	 K	 also	 promptly	 flagged	 that	 her	 peers	
were	 not	 from	 a	 very	 diverse	 pool,	 with	 most	 conservatoire	 students	 coming	 from	 private	
education.	Participant	K’s	experience	of	preparing	for	masters	auditions	highlighted	to	her	how	
unaware	many	of	her	peers	were	of	financial	hardship:	
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	 ‘You	don’t	get	half	as	much	[student	loan]	for	masters,	and…	when	I	was	hearing	about	
my	friends	who	were	auditioning	and	getting	 in,	and	not	necessarily	getting	any	 funding	help	
but	 you	 know,	 they	 were	 going	 for	 it	 anyway	 –	 because	 they	 had	 family	 to	 support	 them.’	
(Participant	K)	
	
	 From	her	tone,	it	seems	as	if	the	experience	left	Participant	K	feeling	uncomfortable	and	
she	 stated	 that	 she	 consciously	 found	 herself	 feeling	 as	 if	 she	 did	 not	 belong	 in	 the	
conservatoire	 environment,	 particularly	 in	 comparison	 to	 other	 singers	who	 did	 not	 have	 to	
worry	about	 how	 to	 fund	 further	 study.	 This	 lack	 of	 awareness	 from	other	 students	 isolated	
Participant	K	and	contributed	to	how	she	perceived	her	final	year	of	study	at	conservatoire.	
	
Each	 participant	 expressed	 during	 their	 interview	 a	 sense	 of	 gratitude	 for	 the	 opportunities	
afforded	to	them,	but	also	framed	this	gratitude	from	a	position	of	luck.	
	
Participants	K,	D	and	S	outlined	how	they	had	been	exposed	to	free	or	cheap	music	education	
due	 to	 their	neighbour,	 their	 family	or	 their	 geographical	 location.	There	was	a	 real	 sense	of	
luck	 associated	 with	 these	 descriptions:	 participants	 repeated	 that	 they	 were	 ‘very	 lucky’	
several	times.	It	seemed	that,	given	the	comparative	descriptions	they	gave	of	their	background	
or	 school	 as	 ‘low-income’	 (Participant	 K),	 ‘not	 necessarily	 the	 greatest	 school	 in	 the	 world’	
(Participant	D),	and	‘not	the	best	standard’	(Participant	S),	that	these	participants	felt	that	their	
achievement	 in	going	 to	conservatoire	was	an	unlikely	outcome	 for	someone	from	 their	 low-
income	 background.	 All	 four	 participants	 also	 emphasised	 during	 the	 interview	how	 grateful	
they	were	for	their	opportunities.	Their	tones	shifted	from	criticism	to	gratitude	and	it	was	clear	
that	they	were	trying	to	communicate	that	they	did	not	take	the	opportunity	for	granted.	They	
emphasised	 that	 they	 were	 ‘thankful’	 (Participant	 K)	 to	 be	 ‘afforded	 the	 opportunity’	
(Participant	S).	At	times,	this	gratitude	veered	towards	resentment	for	their	peers.	For	example,	
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Participant	S	highlighted	how	 ‘[he]	 could	not	 imagine’	 taking	 the	opportunity	 for	granted	 the	
way	his	peers	seem	to	do	sometimes.		
	
Work	as	an	obstacle	to	study	and	attainment	
	
Two	 participants	 outlined	 how	 the	 need	 to	 work	 alongside	 their	 studies	 had	 generated	 a	
significant	amount	of	stress	for	multiple	reasons.	They	described	how	the	pressure	to	keep	up	
with	their	practice,	academic	studies,	performance	opportunities,	and	also	fit	 in	their	working	
hours	for	their	job(s)	became	an	impossible	task.	They	felt	overburdened	by	 the	timetable	at	
conservatoire	and	this	led	to	a	limited	learning	experience.	
	
Participant	D	noted	that	in	his	first	year	of	study	he	had	struggled	to	balance	his	work	and	study	
timetable.	His	job	as	a	waiter	in	a	restaurant	‘started	to	take	over	[his]	life…	a	bit,	it	was	quite	
stressful	to	balance	the	two.’	He	described	how	hard	it	was	to	balance	income	and	study,	and	
how	he	managed	better	when	he	managed	to	pick	up	more	music	gigs.	Participant	H	was	in	a	
similarly	challenging	position	over	a	 longer	period	of	time.	She	really	struggled	with	balancing	
work	 and	 study	 because	work	 ‘comes	 off…	 practice	 and	 preparation	 time’	 and,	 as	 previously	
mentioned,	those	who	do	not	have	to	work	to	support	themselves	clearly	have	an	advantage	
from	 her	 perspective.	 Participant	 H	 highlights	 that	 she	 was	 trying	 to	 ‘fit	 college	 around	
working.’	Participant	H	worked	three	jobs	–	gigs	on	the	weekends,	stewarding	three	evenings	a	
week,	and	teaching	most	days.	Participant	H	found	the	experience	of	juggling	work	and	study	
‘really	stressful	[as	she]	constantly	tr[ied]	to	hunt	for	some	kind	of	fund.’	She	felt	it	was	both	the	
stresses	 of	 juggling	 the	working	 hours	 and	 the	 stresses	 of	 securing	 income	 that	made	 for	 a	
negative	experience.			
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As	a	result	of	 financial	 stresses,	 two	participants	 felt	 that	conservatoire	was	often	a	mentally	
unhealthy	environment.		
	
Participant	 H	 perceived	 some	 of	 the	 financial	 challenges	 of	 self-supporting	 at	 conservatoire	
almost	insurmountable,	and	commented:	
	
	 ‘I	 think	 it	 is	quite	hard	 to	actually	 stay	healthy	mentally	 in	a	way	at	 [my	 institution].	 I	
have	found	that	I	have	to	work	fairly	hard	on	that	and…	um…	and	a	lot	of	my	friends	have	found	
that	as	well,	so	it	is	not	my	unique	experience.’	(Participant	H)	
	
	 Participant	H’s	 statement	highlights	 that	 the	 impact	of	 studying	at	 conservatoire	on	a	
student’s	mental	health	may	negatively	influence	their	experience.	Participant	H	implies	in	her	
interview	 that,	 while	 low-income	 students	 face	 specific	 barriers	 to	 a	 positive	 conservatoire	
experience,	poor	mental	health	as	a	 result	of	 studying	at	conservatoire	 is	not	 limited	 to	 low-
income	 students.	 She	 also	 elaborates	 that	her	 institution	was	 ideal	 for	 improving	 instrument	
skill	 but	 said	 ‘I	 don’t	 think	 that	 you	 could	 use	 [conservatoire]	 as	 a	 personal	 development	
opportunity’	 outside	 of	 those	 skills.	 Participant	 H	 implied	 that	 conservatoire	 is	 a	 regressive	
experience	outside	of	immediate	music-making	skills,	and	that	her	experiences	at	conservatoire	
have	 been	 more	 restrictive	 than	 those	 at	 university.	 Participant	 K	 described	 her	 institution	
more	broadly	as	a	 ‘pressure	 cooker’,	where	 the	combination	of	 snobbish	attitudes,	 class	 and	
financial	pressures	made	her	look	forward	to	leaving	the	institution.		
	
Enjoyable	conservatoire	experience	
	
This	theme	sits	in	juxtaposition	with	the	previous	themes,	although	in	the	wider	context	of	the	
participants’	interviews	the	theme	made	more	sense.	The	interviews	overly	focused	on	an	area	
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that	 had	 challenged	 the	 participants	 at	 some	 stage	 of	 their	 studies,	 and	 as	 such,	 the	
conversation	was	inevitably	negative	at	times.	This	is	not	to	say	that	their	negative	experiences	
should	 be	 disregarded,	 but	 that	 by	 asking	 them	 about	 a	 suspected	 negative	 area	 of	 their	
conservatoire	experience,	it	is	not	so	surprising	that	they	gave	negative	answers.	This	does	not	
mean	 that,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 they	 have	 not	 also	 in	 parallel	 had	 a	 positive	 experience	 at	
conservatoire.	After	all,	they	are	passionate	young	musicians	who,	for	Participants	S	and	D,	are	
for	the	first	time	in	an	environment	solely	dedicated	to	music.	They	describe	it	as	‘exciting’.	It	is	
important	not	to	disregard	this	when	considering	the	participants’	overall	experiences.		
	
All	four	participants	also	described	how	they	had	found	a	supportive	social	environment	during	
their	time	at	conservatoire.	Participant	D	noted	that	‘the	social	aspect	has	generally	been	pretty	
great…	and	[he	has]	made	some	great	friends’	during	his	time	studying.	He	also	reflected	that	
because	 he	 came	 into	 conservatoire	 feeling	 like	 an	 outsider,	 he	 perceived	 that	 he	 found	 it	
easier	 to	 bond	 with	 international	 students	 who	 faced	 that	 challenge	 in	 a	 different	 way.	
Participant	H	found,	despite	challenges	around	snobbish	attitudes,	 that	he	did	 ‘find	the	social	
aspect	good	in	the	end.’		
	
Two	participants	also	had	a	shared	passion	with	other	students	in	their	department	for	making	
music,	and	this	was	a	positive	aspect	of	conservatoire	for	them.		
	
Participant	 K	 described	 her	 pleasure	 in	 finding	 ‘like-minded	 people…	 who	 are	 as	 passionate	
about	singing	as	[she	is].’	Participant	S	commented	that	‘it’s	nice	to	have	people	who	share	[his]	
enthusiasm	for	music	because	[he]	never	really	had	that	at	school	because	[he]	was	the	only	one	
who	 took	 A	 level	 Music.’	 For	 Participant	 S,	 the	 way	 he	 spoke	 implied	 that	 he	 particularly	
enjoyed	 sharing	 his	 passion	 with	 others	 because	 that	 sharing	 was	 unavailable	 prior	 to	 him	
joining	conservatoire.		
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One	participant	also	recognised	the	attributed	status	of	their	institution	and	it	made	them	feel	
good	to	be	studying	at	a	conservatoire	with	a	prestigious	identity.	Participant	H	had	a	difficult	
time	choosing	not	to	study	at	conservatoire	initially	because	she	felt	‘college…	is	not	something	
you	really	 turn	down.’	 She	made	the	decision	not	 to	 study	at	conservatoire	 initially	 solely	 for	
financial	reasons,	even	though	she	clearly	valued	the	prestigious	identity	of	the	conservatoire.	
Participant	H	subsequently	changed	her	mind	and	re-applied	to	conservatoire	in	her	first	year	
studying	at	 the	University	of	Cambridge,	when	she	 realised	 she	was	 spending	all	her	 time	on	
performance	projects.	
	
As	outlined,	 it	 is	noticeable	 that	 these	comments	are	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	wider	 interview.	 It	 is	
possible	that	the	participants’	status	as	the	aforementioned	‘self-conscious	outsider’,	combined	
with	 the	framing	of	the	 interview	questions,	 led	 them	to	be	 in	a	position	where	they	did	not	
feel	comfortable	criticising	their	institution.	This	was	evident	with	how	the	participants,	such	as	
Participant	S,	made	a	positive	remark	about	their	institution	immediately	prior	to	criticising	it	–	
‘so	yeah,	I’m	very	grateful	to	be	there	and	I	think	that	the	least	enjoyable	aspect	is	when	people	
take	it	for	granted	and	don’t	seem	to	care	because	I	can’t	imagine	that.’	Each	of	the	participants	
implicitly	 described	 themselves	 as	 a	 ‘self-conscious	 outsider’	 at	 some	 point	 during	 their	
interview.	 This	 self-consciousness	 is	 occasionally	 visible	 in	 how	 the	 participants	 spoke.	When	
asked	about	social	aspects	of	conservatoire,	Participant	S	says	‘I	don’t	know	–	I	think	it	is	always	
bad	for	people	to	compare	themselves	but	it	is	also	a	natural	thing	to	do	so	–	I,	in	first	year,	I	can	
remember…’	 Add	 to	 this	 the	 framing	 of	 the	 question	 about	 their	 overall	 experience,	 that	
generated	such	a	positive	response	-	Participant	D:	‘overall	I	feel	extremely	happy’,	Participant	
S:	‘I	love	being	at	conservatoire’,	Participant	H:	‘a	fairly	good	experience’,	Participant	K:	‘I	am	so	
thankful	 for	 it’	 -	 and	 it	 seems	 as	 if	 their	 positive	 responses	 could	 have	 been	 a	 self-conscious	
effort	to	counter	their	criticisms	of	an	institution	to	which	they	feel	they	owe	gratitude.		
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Additionally,	 these	 positive	 statements	 most	 commonly	 occurred	 in	 response	 to	 the	 final	
question	about	their	overall	experiences	–	which	was	immediately	preceded	by	a	question	that	
invited	criticism:	 ‘what	are	 some	of	 the	 less	enjoyable	 aspects	of	 studying	 at	 conservatoire?’	
The	break	between	creating	each	Voice	Note	recording	provided	a	pause	for	each	participant	to	
self-consciously	reflect	about	how	long	they	had	been	speaking,	or	that	‘these	are	just	my	own	
personal	 experiences’	 (Participant	 D).	 They	 seemed	 to	 express	 a	 sense	 of	 self-consciousness	
about	the	process	of	providing	their	contributions,	and	it	was	in	this	tone	that	they	expressed	
their	positive	statements	about	studying	at	conservatoire.	As	outlined	earlier	in	this	section,	it	is	
perfectly	possible	that	these	students	have	had	an	overall	positive	experience	of	conservatoire.	
However,	given	the	context	of	the	interview	and	the	participants	themselves,	it	is	also	possible	
that	they	felt	obliged	to	give	certain	responses.		
	
International	experience	
	
This	theme	represents	one	participant	in	comparison	to	the	others.	Nonetheless,	it	is	valuable	
because	 it	outlines	how	students	may	have	differing	 experiences	 of	 low-income,	particularly	
when	they	are	international	students.		
	
Participant	 H	 outlines	 how	 she	 accessed	 extensive	 music	 education	 in	 her	 native	 country	
because	quality	education	programmes	are	free	in	that	country	to	anyone	who	wishes	to	access	
them.	As	a	result,	Participant	H	was	in	a	different	position	when	entering	conservatoire	to	the	
other	participants.	 She	 references	how	she	 feels	British	 students	may	 take	 the	 conservatoire	
experience	 for	 granted	 when	 discussing	 her	 unique	 position	 as	 a	 low-income	 international	
student:	
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	 ‘There	seem	to	be	some	people	obviously	who	have	different	perceptions	of	studying.	I	
think	that	other	people	still	want	that	kind	of	uni	experience,	which	is	really	a	British	thing	so	I	
don’t	think	international	students	do	it	as	much.’	(Participant	H)	
	
	 Participant	 H	 commented	 on	 how	 university	 is	 deemed	 a	 rite-of-passage	 to	 many	
middle-class	British	 students,	 in	part	because	of	the	UK	 student	 loan	system	that	 leads	 to	an	
entitled,	 transactional	 approach	 to	 education,	 as	 previously	 outlined	 by	 Participant	 S.	
Participant	H	 implied	that,	much	 like	Participant	D,	many	of	these	students	lack	awareness	of	
their	 privilege	 in	 being	 able	 to	 study	 at	 conservatoire,	 and	 her	 tone	 seems	 critical	 when	
discussing	 this.	 Due	 to	 her	 international	 background,	 however,	 Participant	 H	 has	 experience,	
and	 therefore	 confidence,	 from	working	 within	 a	 Classical	music	 setting.	 This	 sets	 her	 apart	
from	 the	other	participants,	 as,	due	 to	 their	 socioeconomic	background	and	 the	 state	of	arts	
and	 education	 funding	 in	 the	 UK,	 they	 had	 not	 had	 the	 privilege	 of	 significant	 exposure	 to	
Classical	 music	 prior	 to	 entering	 conservatoire.	 It	 is	 worth	 acknowledging	 that,	 despite	 her	
additional	privileges,	that	Participant	H	lacked	familial	support,	with	her	father	telling	her	‘how	
stupid	[she	 is]	so	 [she]	now	ha[s]	 this	 insecurity’.	 Participant	H	faced	some	of	 the	 inequalities	
such	as	historic	 low	 income	and	a	 lack	of	supportive	financial	network	that	other	 low-income	
students	may	also	face,	yet	benefitted	from	the	music	education	and	experiences	available	to	
her	growing	up.	Participant	H	also	benefitted	from	the	fact	that	she	had	grown	up	outside	the	
complex	class	structures	of	British	society.	This	placed	her	in	a	unique	position	in	relation	to	the	
other	 participants,	 where	 she	 had	 some	 advantages,	 but	 was	 nevertheless	 a	 low-income	
student	at	conservatoire.	
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Discussion	
	
The	study	aimed	to	answer	the	following	research	questions:		
	
1. How	do	low-income	students	experience	studying	at	conservatoire?		
2. Are	Whatsapp	Voice	Note	 recordings	a	 suitable	means	of	gathering	data	 from	socially	
marginalised	groups?		
	
As	 outlined	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 five	 superordinate	 themes	 were	 identified	 through	
Interpretative	 Phenomenological	 Analysis	 (IPA)	 of	 the	 four	 semi-structured	 interviews:	 1)	
elitism	in	Classical	music	education,	2)	work	as	an	obstacle	to	study	and	attainment,	3)	the	‘self-
conscious	 outsider’,	 4)	 an	 enjoyable	 conservatoire	 experience,	 and	 5)	 the	 international	
experience.	These	five	superordinate	themes,	 formed	using	the	participants’	own	perceptions	
of	 their	 learning	 experience	 at	 conservatoire,	 help	 define	 subtle	 barriers	 and	 cultural	
perceptions	 that	 these	 students	 may	 have	 encountered	 while	 in	 that	 environment.	 Each	
participant	 communicates	 a	 different,	 mixed	 experience.	 Participant	 S	 is	 unimpressed	 and	
bemused	 by	 the	 elitism	 he	 sees	 at	 conservatoire.	 Participant	 K	 feels	 excluded	 from	 certain	
opportunities.	 Participant	 D	 tries	 not	 to	 overly	 focus	 on	 the	 obstacles	 he	 experiences	 while	
studying	 and	 instead	 stay	 in	 a	 good	 state	 of	mind.	 Participant	H	 perceives	 her	 conservatoire	
experience	 as	 positive	 and	 negative,	 both	 enjoying	 performing	 and	 struggling	 with	 the	
perceived	closed-minded	attitudes	around	funding.	While	these	insights	cannot	be	generalised,	
and	 should	 not	 be	 cited	 as	 representative	 of	 the	 wider	 low-income	 population	 in	 specialist	
music	higher	education,	these	interviews	have	generated	valuable	discussions	points	that	may	
provide	direction	for	future	efforts	to	listen	to	and	learn	from	low-income	students	within	the	
conservatoire	setting.		
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Elitism	in	Classical	Music	Education	
	
The	 participants’	 contributions	 opened	 up	 a	wider	 dialogue	 around	 elitism	 in	 Classical	music	
education.	 The	 interviews	 highlighted	 seven	 broad	 subordinate	 themes	 (Please	 see	 Table	 3,	
p.20).	 Some	 subordinate	 themes	 seemed	 to	 be	 particularly	 important	 to	 participants.	
Participant	 D	 and	 Participant	 K	 commented	 that	 they	 felt	 it	 was	 vital	 that	 conservatoires	
thoroughly	means-test	applicants	 for	scholarships,	as	 funds	are	often	the	enabling	factor	that	
allow	low-income	students	to	accept	their	place	to	study.	Participant	D	specified	that	he	would	
not	 have	 progressed	 to	 postgraduate	 study	 had	 he	 not	 received	 a	 significant	 scholarship.	
Participant	K	stated:	
	
	 ‘Someone	 who	 could	 easily	 be	 supported	 through	 their	 studies	 [by	 family]	 ends	 up	
getting	 the	 largest	 scholarship,	 when	 that	money	 could	 have	 been	 used	 to	 give	 someone	 an	
opportunity	that	they	otherwise	could	never	take.’	(Participant	K)		
	
	 There	is	an	expectation	that	conservatoires	aim	to	improve	‘privilege	diversity’	in	their	
programmes	(Perkins,	2013,	p.207),	widening	access	to	students	from	all	backgrounds.	Indeed,	
the	Royal	College	of	Music	(2017)	states	that	‘equality,	diversity,	and	inclusion	have	been	at	the	
heart	 of	 the	mission	 of	 the	RCM	 since	 it	was	established’	 in	 its	Equality	&	Diversity	 Strategy	
2017-2027	 (The	Royal	 College	 of	Music,	 2017).	 Their	 strategy	 document	 specifically	 refers	 to	
various	working-class	 identities	 in	 its	 opening	 statement	 (e.g.	 ‘the	 son	 of	 a	 blacksmith’,	 p.1),	
which	would	suggest	that	as	an	institution	it	is	trying	to	present	itself	as	forward-thinking	and	
working	to	include	those	from	lower-income	backgrounds.	However,	the	Royal	College	of	Music	
state	 on	 the	 Scholarships	 page	 of	 their	 website	 that	 ‘eligibility	 for	 scholarships	 is	 based	 on	
merit’	 (The	Royal	College	of	Music,	2020).	They	also	outline	that	they	offer	two	bursaries	per	
academic	year	 for	the	entire	undergraduate	student	body,	to	a	maximum	value	of	£4,625	for	
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students	 in	financial	need.	While	UK	and	EU	undergraduate	students	are	able	to	take	student	
loans	in	order	to	pay	their	fees	and	partly	cover	their	living	expenses	in	London,	they	also	need	
significant	 further	 support	 in	 order	 to	 pay	 for	 instruments,	 additional	 tuition,	 concert	 dress,	
transport	 to	 and	 from	 concerts,	 sheet	music,	 and	 additional	 funds	 to	 cover	 the	 premium	 of	
London	living	costs.	The	bursaries	are	not	open	to	postgraduate	students	who,	as	outlined	by	
Participant	 H,	 face	 roughly	 £20,000	 in	 costs	 to	 fund	 a	masters	 degree.	 For	 UK	 students,	 the	
maximum	postgraduate	loan	is	£10,000.	In	this	context	it	would	make	sense	why	only	‘the	elite	
few’	get	the	privilege	to	study	at	graduate	level	(Kezar,	2011,	p.2).	The	Royal	College	of	Music	
does	 have	 an	 emergency	 support	 fund	 for	 when	 students	 face	 financial	 hardship,	 which	
Participant	H	found	to	be	unhelpful	in	supporting	her	when	in	financial	difficulty.	Nonetheless,	
The	Royal	College	of	Music	manages	to	offer	scholarships	to	all	successful	applicants	to	its	more	
prestigious	courses,	such	as	the	Artist	Diploma	in	Opera,	touted	as	a	means	of	enticing	‘an	elite	
and	 carefully	 constituted	 group	of	 exceptional	 talented	 young	 singers’	 (The	 Royal	 College	 of	
Music,	 2020).	 These	 scholarships	 cover	 fees	 totaling	 £27,200	 over	 two	 academic	 years	 for	
roughly	12	students	at	each	annual	intake.	This	is	a	significant	amount	of	money,	and	suggests	
that	 the	 Royal	 College	 of	 Music	 prioritises	 rewarding	 students	 with	 exceptional	 talent	 over	
enabling	students	from	lower	socioeconomic	backgrounds.	
	
One	participant	emphasised	how	accessing	and	affording	an	instrument	was	a	significant	cause	
of	stress,	both	before	arriving	at	conservatoire	and	while	continuing	to	study	at	conservatoire.	
Participant	 D’s	 statement	 about	 working	 throughout	 his	 life	 to	 pay	 for	 and	 maintain	 his	
instrument,	 which	 is	 something	 his	 wealthier	 peers	 have	 had	 to	 give	 little	 thought	 to,	
highlighted	his	negative	perception	of	the	division	between	higher	and	lower	income	students	
at	conservatoire.	Indeed,	Ester	&	Turner’s	argument	(2009)	that	instrument	study	is	an	activity	
of	the	elite	who	can	afford	it	seems	even	more	likely	given	Participant	D’s	experiences.	
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However,	affording	an	instrument	is	not	the	only	aspect	of	conservatoire	life	that	has	made	the	
participants	feel	uncomfortably	aware	of	the	difference	between	their	experiences	and	that	of	
their	wealthier	peers.	Participant	S	observed:		
	
	 ‘I	think	I	am	one	of	three	people	to	[ever]	go	to	conservatoire	[from	my	school]…	so	yeah	
–	it	might	be	a	normal	statistic.	For	me,	it	doesn’t	feel	like	a	normal	statistic.’	(Participant	S)	
	
	 It	 is	unsurprising	that	Participant	S	feels	disconcerted	by	socioeconomic	representation	
at	 conservatoire.	 Chetham’s	 School	 of	Music,	 a	 private	 specialist	music	 school,	 has	 so	many	
students	progressing	to	conservatoire	each	year	that	 it	 includes	application	information	on	its	
Frequently	Asked	Questions	page	(Chetham’s	School	of	Music,	2020).	54%	of	Royal	Academy	of	
Music	undergraduate	students	come	 from	private	schools,	while	only	6.5%	of	British	 children	
are	privately	educated	(Higher	Education	Statistics	Agency,	2018;	Independent	Schools	Council,	
2019).	Hoffman	(2013)	affirms	this	himself	when	he	notes	that	children	from	private	schools	are	
significantly	more	 likely	to	 succeed	 in	a	Classical	music	 career.	 It	 is	highly	 likely	that	any	 low-
income	 student	 at	 conservatoire	 is	 aware	 that	 they	 are	 surrounded	 by	 a	 disproportionate	
number	of	students	from	private	education.	As	evidenced	by	Participant	D,	Participant	K,	and	
Participant	 S,	 this	 awareness	 of	 their	 peers’	 elite	 background	 is	 a	 contributing	 factor	 to	why	
they	 inadvertently	 describe	 some	 of	 their	 experiences	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 ‘self-
conscious	outsider.’	They	are	a	small	statistic	 in	a	structure	that	 is	designed	to	exclude	them,	
and	inevitably	they	will	be	repeatedly	re-positioned	as	the	‘self-conscious	outsider’	unless	these	
inequalities	are	fully	addressed	(Kezar	et	al.,	2011).	
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Self-Conscious	Outsider	
	
The	 ‘self-conscious	 outsider’	 experience	 is	 created	 by	 exclusion,	 and	 consists	 of	 nine	
subordinate	themes	(see	Table	3,	p.20).	This	exclusion	may	not	be	direct	or	deliberate.	It	may	
be	in	the	form	of	other,	wealthier	students	gaining	cultural	capital	throughout	their	childhood,	
positioning	 them	 at	 a	 significant	 advantage	 (Bourdieu,	 1973).	 Low-income	 students	 such	 as	
Participant	 S	 do	 not	 have	 a	 bank	 of	 cultural	 capital,	 and	 so	 find	 themselves	 in	 a	 position	 of	
disadvantage	-	as	evidenced	early	in	Participant	S’s	conservatoire	experience	when	he	learned	
about	specialist	secondary	music	schools:	
	
	 ‘I	 remember	being	so	 jealous	because,	 for	one	thing,	 I	had	never	heard	of	them,	never	
knew	 they	 existed,	 and	 I	was	 jealous	 because	 they	 sounded	 amazing…	 these	 specialist	music	
schools	getting	all	that	experience…	it	was	a	bit	of	a	shock.’	(Participant	S)	
	
	 It	 was	 not	 only	 that	 Participant	 S	missed	 out	 on	 cultural	 capital	 -	 it	was	 that	 he	 had	
never	 even	 heard	 of	 the	 schools	 that	 could	 offer	 it	 to	 him.	 Participant	 K	 described	 similar	
experiences	 of	 feeling	 frustrated	 at	 missing	 out	 on	 performance	 opportunities	 at	 her	
conservatoire,	opportunities	that	she	had	never	even	heard	about	and	that	were	given	without	
audition	to	other,	favoured	students.	Participant	K	felt	that	this	disadvantage	did	relate	to	her	
socioeconomic	 background	 because	 many	 of	 the	 favoured	 students	 in	 her	 department	 had	
mastered	 their	 voice	 earlier	 in	 their	 time	 at	 conservatoire,	 partly	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 musical	
privileges	that	they	had	before	they	began	the	course.	Both	Participant	S	and	Participant	K	were	
acutely	aware	 that	 their	 peers	had	 benefitted	 from	advantages	 that	 they	 themselves	did	 not	
have.		
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This	is	also	most	likely	why	Participant	S	found	himself	subconsciously	code	switching,	whether	
he	 liked	 it	 or	 not	 (he	 did	 not).	 His	 subconscious	 perception	 was	 that	 he	 needed	 to	 present	
himself	 differently	 in	 order	 to	 be	 accepted	 by	 the	 conservatoire	 environment.	He	 needed	 to	
speak	 and	 act	 differently,	 and	 display	 cultural	 capital	 in	 his	 behaviour.	 Hoffman	 (2013)	
described	how	low-income	students	often	adapt	culturally	in	order	to	survive	in	an	exclusionary	
middle-	or	upper-class	environment.	Code	 switching	 is	a	response	 to	a	dominant	 culture	that	
allows	little	room	for	other	experiences,	and	is	exhausting	for	the	foreign	individual	to	navigate	
(Elkins	&	Hanke,	2018).	The	 foreign	 individual	 needs	 to	demonstrate	 that	 they	adhere	 to	 the	
rules	 of	 a	 social	 group,	 as	 it	 can	 influence	 their	 social	 status	 within	 that	 group	 –	 better	
adherence	equals	better	 status	 (Blom	&	Gumperz,	1972;	Barker,	1975;	Myers	Scotton,	1988).	
Code	 switching	 is	 necessary	 in	 environments	 that	 are	 perceived	 to	 be	 hostile	 towards	 non-
conforming	 culture.	 In	 the	 music	 industry,	 this	 appears	 to	 be	 an	 issue	 that	 is	 prevalent	 in	
conservatoires	specifically,	with	studies	examining	how	and	why	student	musicians	–	typically	
musicians	 from	ethnically	or	 culturally	 diverse	backgrounds	–	 feel	 that	 they	must	adapt	 their	
behaviour	to	be	part	of	the	formal	learning	environment	(Isbell	&	Stanley,	2018).	Participant	S	
began	 to	 subconsciously	 code	 switch	 because	 he	 perceived	 his	 learning	 environment	 to	 be	
hostile	towards	his	native	culture,	and	 ‘[he]	didn’t	 like	that.’	 Isbell	&	Stanley	recommend	that	
the	only	way	to	enable	students	from	diverse	backgrounds	to	be	fully	creative	is	to	accept	and	
embed	 their	 cultures	within	the	conservatoire	environment.	This	 removes	 the	need	 for	code-
switching	behaviour	and	stops	students	being	subjected	to	a	process	of	conformity.				
	
Work	as	an	Obstacle	to	Study	and	Attainment	
	
The	interviews	raised	the	superordinate	theme	of	work	as	an	obstacle	to	study	and	attainment,	
with	four	subordinate	themes	(see	Table	3,	p.20).	Participant	D	and	Participant	H	discussed	this	
superordinate	theme.	Participant	H	found	herself	feeling	at	a	disadvantage	because	she	had	to	
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spend	time	earning	money	that	her	peers	were	able	to	spend	practicing	or	resting.	As	a	result,	
she	was	constantly	tired,	fell	behind	on	work,	and	was	not	one	of	the	departmental	favourites	
who	would	be	offered	the	best	and	most	frequent	performance	opportunities.	Participant	H	felt	
that	favouritism	favoured	the	wealthiest	students	who	did	not	need	to	forgo	valuable	practice	
time	in	order	to	earn	income.	Participant	H	described	‘fitting	college	around	work’	and	sourcing	
funding	as	her	two	biggest	causes	of	stress	while	studying	at	conservatoire.	Participant	D	also	
observed	 that	 he	 had	 been	 working	 exceptionally	 long	 hours	 in	 his	 first	 term,	 and	 that	 it	
dominated	his	timetable.	It	was	only	when	he	was	able	to	pick	up	more	regular	gigs	that	he	was	
able	 to	 relax	 and	 enjoy	 studying	 more.	 The	 stress	 around	 the	 work-study	 balance	 is	 well	
documented.	 In	 higher	 education,	 students	 who	 work	 during	 term	 time	 are	 more	 likely	 to	
experience	 poor	 mental	 health,	 underperform	 academically,	 and	 struggle	 to	 fit	 in	 socially	
(Broadbridge	&	Swanson,	2005).	 It	may	be	the	case	that	these	consequences	are	exaggerated	
within	the	more	elite	conservatoire	setting,	as	a	 larger	proportion	of	 students	have	access	to	
familial	 financial	 support	 and	 do	 not	 need	 to	 earn	 to	 support	 themselves.	 Participant	D	 and	
Participant	H	are	 likely	 to	be	 in	a	minority	of	 conservatoire	 students	who	have	 to	handle	the	
stress	of	‘earning	while	learning’	(Geel	&	Backes-Gellner,	2012,	p.1).		
	
Enjoyable	Conservatoire	Experience	
	
It	is	clear	that,	as	talented	young	musicians,	all	four	participants	enjoy	the	overall	experience	of	
being	fully	immersed	in	a	music	environment,	with	peers	who	share	an	interest	in	their	passion.	
Even	 though	 Participant	 D	 and	 Participant	 S	 describe	 the	 culture	 shock	 of	 joining	 an	
environment	 where	 they	 feel	 like	 outsiders	 in	 comparison	 to	 their	 middle-class	 classmates,	
each	participant	has	successfully	found	a	social	group	within	which	they	feel	comfortable	and	
supported.	 Their	 enjoyment	 and	 their	 frustrations	 with	 conservatoire	 are	 not	 mutually	
exclusive,	and	some	of	the	frustrations	that	the	participants	outlined	 in	their	interviews	could	
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be	 more	 broadly	 applicable	 to	 all	 students	 e.g.	 Participant	 H	 feeling	 overburdened	 by	 her	
conservatoire	timetable.	Furthermore,	it	is	the	very	nature	of	messy,	qualitative	data	that	mean	
the	 participants	 have	 both	 positive	 and	 negative	 experiences,	 and	 perceive	 satisfaction	 and	
dissatisfaction	with	those	experiences	in	tandem	(Williamon	et	al.,	in	press).	Clearly,	this	study’s	
participants,	 like	 any	 pool	 of	 participants,	 are	 not	 a	 homogenous	 group	 and	 as	 such,	 each	
participant	 experiences	 conservatoire	 differently.	 It	 is	 also	 possible	 that	 the	 participants	
experienced	 a	 sense	 of	 loyalty	 and/or	 guilt	when	 criticising	 their	 institution,	 and	 as	 such	 felt	
that	they	needed	to	also	praise	their	institutions	–	particularly	given	that	low-income	students	
are	more	likely	to	be	compliant	in	their	behaviour	(Bates,	2012).	That	being	said,	it	is	important	
not	to	discount	the	positive	experiences	that	the	participants	attribute	to	their	time	studying	at	
conservatoire.		
	
International	Experience	
	
The	final	superordinate	theme	was	the	international	experience.	This	was	generated	as	a	result	
of	the	interview	with	Participant	H,	who	is	an	international	student.	Participant	H’s	experiences,	
as	outlined	 in	 the	Results	 section,	were	 different	 to	 those	 of	 the	other	 participants	 because,	
while	she	comes	from	a	 low-income	background,	she	has	also	benefitted	from	privileges	that	
the	others	did	not.	Participant	H	was	already	accustomed	to	Classical	music	culture	as	a	result	
of	the	high-quality,	subsidised	education	that	she	had	received	in	her	home	country.	She	also	
had	 significant	 performing	 experience	 and	 was	 confident	 interacting	 in	 a	 conservatoire	
environment.	Unlike	the	other	participants,	Participant	H	had	cultural	capital.	At	the	same	time,	
she	related	to	many	of	the	experiences	of	financial	hardship	that	other	participants	raised,	such	
as	funding	her	studies,	balancing	work	and	study,	and	feeling	like	a	‘self-conscious	outsider’.		
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Whatsapp	as	a	Data	Collection	Tool	
	
Although	 this	 study	 asserts	 that,	 as	 a	 method,	 WhatsApp	 is	 a	 flexible,	 sensitive,	 and	 time-
efficient	option	for	data	collection,	it	recognises	that	there	are	some	limitations	to	its	use.	Not	
all	individuals	will	be	familiar	with	WhatsApp	Voice	Note	recordings	and	as	such	may	need	to	be	
interviewed	 by	 more	 traditional	 means.	 This	 is	 particularly	 likely	 when	 working	 with	 older	
demographics,	 or	 deprived	 demographics	 experiencing	 ‘digital	 poverty’	 (Galperin	&	Mariscal,	
2007,	 p.8),	 who	 may	 lack	 the	 experience	 or	 resources	 to	 participate.	 There	 was	 also	 the	
possibility	 that	 participants	 would	 feel	 uncomfortable	 speaking	 via	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	
(Emery,	 2018),	 or	 only	 provide	 short	 or	 monosyllabic	 responses.	 The	 use	 of	 open-ended	
questions,	designed	 to	avoid	 closed	yes/no	answers,	helped	 to	encourage	 the	participants	 to	
provide	 long,	 data-rich	 responses.	 As	mentioned,	however,	 the	participants	did	 at	 times	 also	
display	 a	 sense	 of	 self-consciousness	 –	 ‘I	 don’t	 know…	 I	 think	 it	 is	 always	 bad	 for	 people	 to	
compare	 themselves…’	 -	 that	 may	 have	 been	 appeased	 by	 the	 presence	 of	 a	 supportive	
interviewer.	The	 lack	of	physical	presence,	as	well	as	the	 lack	of	verbal	 involvement	from	the	
researcher,	 means	 that	 while	 there	 was	 a	 lesser	 power	 dynamic,	 there	 was	 also	 less	 direct	
support	available	to	help	the	participant	feel	comfortable.		
	
Nevertheless,	it	was	possible,	with	a	few	of	the	shorter	answers,	to	ask	follow-up	questions	that	
coaxed	 further	 information	 from	 the	 participant.	 It	 is	 fortunate	 that,	 in	 this	 instance,	 all	
participants	were	familiar	with	the	software	and	its	functions.	The	participants,	all	aged	18-24,	
were	comfortable	using	Whatsapp	and	mostly	provided	 long,	detailed	answers.	This	 suggests	
that	 they	 mostly	 overcame	 the	 self-conscious	 barrier.	 The	 participants	 spoke	 freely	 and	
comfortably,	 and	 the	 researcher	 was	 able	 to	 discern	 their	 mood	 and	 some	 non-verbal	
communication	via	the	Voice	Note	recordings.	Whatsapp	also	made	the	process	time-efficient	
and	made	it	easy	to	interact	with	participants	remotely,	which	was	valuable	given	the	on-going	
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COVID-19	 social	 distancing	 restrictions.	 Despite	 these	 outlined	 limitations,	Whatsapp	was	 an	
efficient	 and	 reliable	 resource	 that	 successfully	 piloted	 a	 new	means	 by	which	 to	 sensitively	
interview	 participants	 from	 marginalised	 social	 groups.	 The	 pilot	 was	 an	 good	 example	 of	
‘concurrent	 interviewing…	 [that	 allowed]	 time	 for	 reflection…	 [and]	 overcoming	 interviewer	
effects’	 (Robson,	2011,	 p.292).	 This	was	a	 successful	 pilot	 that	demonstrated	how	Whatsapp	
can	be	used	 to	 sensitively	and	efficiently	collect	data	from	some	demographics	of	 vulnerable	
participant.	 It	would	be	useful	 to	apply	this	research	method	 to	more	qualitative	studies	that	
work	with	other	vulnerable	demographics,	to	establish	whether	its	benefits	can	be	transferred	
when	working	with	other	marginalised	social	groups.		
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Implications	
	
There	 was	 careful	 consideration	 during	 the	 planning	 stage	 of	 this	 study	 to	 make	 sure	 the	
appropriate	 identity	 terminology	 was	 selected	 for	 participant	 recruitment.	 While	 a	 British	
working-class	 background	 overlaps	 financially	 and	 culturally	 with	 a	 British	 low-income	
background,	the	two	identities	are	not	synonymous.	Working-class	identity	often	represents	a	
wider	 identity	 of	 cultural	markers,	 language,	 fashion,	 social	 groups,	 and	 politics	 (Reay	 et	 al.,	
2009).	However,	greater	social	mobility	in	modern-day	Britain	now	means	that	many	individuals	
who	 identify	 with	 the	 working-class	 identity	 do	 not	 earn	 the	 lower	 income	 traditionally	
associated	with	 it	 (Bathmaker	&	 Ingram,	2016).	 It	was	 important	 to	define	 the	parameters	of	
this	research	by	the	financial	implications	of	socioeconomic	background	-	low-income	-	instead	
of	focusing	on	the	merging	of	cultural	environments.	Using	low-income	parameters	focused	the	
discussion	on	the	possible	 issues	surrounding	income,	 instead	of	detracting	from	the	financial	
inequalities	 of	 the	 Classical	 music	 sector	 by	 opening	 a	 broader	 discussion	 around	 class.	
Inevitably,	the	participants	referred	to	their	own	cultures,	which	often	adhered	to	working-class	
identity	-	but	it	was	important	that	this	was	theirs	to	freely	contribute	as	oppose	to	an	ideology	
that	 framed	 the	 research.	 It	was	 also	 helpful	 in	 terms	 of	 recruiting	 international	 participants	
who	were	less	likely	to	be	familiar	with	the	nuances	of	the	British	class	system.	The	British	class	
system	 is	 a	 useful	 framework	 by	 which	 the	 academic	 community	 can	 understand	 the	 low-
income	 experience.	 This	 study	 emphasises,	 however,	 the	 need	 to	 specifically	 examine	 the	
higher	 education	 experience	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 socioeconomic	 background.	 Socioeconomic	
terminology	 and	 demographics	 will	 be	 more	 useful	 in	 helping	 the	 higher	 education	 sector	
research	any	barriers	that	low-income	students	may	encounter	at	university,	and	will	pinpoint	
practical	 changes	 to	 policy	 that	 can	 improve	 inclusivity.	 An	 example	 of	 this	 within	 the	
conservatoire	 setting	might	 be,	 after	 further	 research,	 amendments	 to	 scholarship	 awarding	
policies	to	prioritise	means-testing.			
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The	 findings	 from	 this	 study	 of	 the	 low-income	 conservatoire	 student	 experience	 generated	
some	 useful	 insights.	 These	 insights	 could	 be	 used	 as	 a	 starting	 point	 for	 future	 discussions	
around	how	conservatoires	 can	be	more	 inclusive	 to	students	 from	low-income	backgrounds,	
conditional	to	whether	this	is	an	institutional	priority.	Further	questions	emerge	around	three	
areas	 of	 institutional	 policy	 in	 the	 findings	 of	 this	 study.	 The	 first	 is	 financial	 policy	 –	 how	
scholarships	are	awarded,	whether	instrument	costs	should	be	subsidised,	whether	institutions	
need	to	have	more	finances	readily	available	to	help	low-income	students	during	the	course	of	
their	studies,	and	whether	the	institution	should	assume	responsibility	for	the	additional	living	
costs	of	 low-income	students.	The	 second	 is	 registry	policy	–	whether	 student	 timetables	are	
too	overburdened	to	allow	students	to	also	work,	and	whether	course	load	should	be	eased	as	
a	pragmatic	recognition	of	some	students’	living	circumstances.	The	third	is	departmental	policy	
–	whether	favouritism	should	be	actively	avoided	in	order	to	stop	further	privileging	wealthier	
students,	 and	 whether	 performance	 material	 programming	 should	 be	 diversified	 to	 embed	
cultures	 from	 student	 backgrounds	 e.g.	 an	 Electronic	 Music	 Production	 course.	 These	 three	
policy	changes	would	also	need	to	be	adhered	to	on	a	practical	level,	with	administrators	and	
teachers	 using	 language	 and	 behaviour	 that	 reflected	 those	 policies	 e.g.	 Registry	 initiating	 a	
dialogue	with	low-income	students	about	their	work	schedule.		
	
There	 is	also	 one	other	outcome	of	 this	 study	 that	 institutions	may	wish	 to	 further	examine,	
and	 that	 is	 the	 need	 for	 code	 switching.	 If	 code	 switching	 is	 widespread	 among	 low-income	
students	at	conservatoire,	then	this	is	an	issue.	This	suggests	that	the	conservatoire	is	not	doing	
enough	 to	accommodate	 students	 from	diverse	backgrounds.	That	being	 said,	 conservatoires	
may	find	 that	 the	easiest	way	to	avoid	the	need	for	 code	 switching	 is	by	following	up	on	the	
three	 areas	 of	 policy	 outlined	 in	 this	 paragraph:	 financial,	 registry,	 and	 departmental.	 Code	
switching	 is	 a	 byproduct	 of	 cultural	 exclusion,	 and	 it	 would	 take	 major	 policy	 and	 practical	
changes	 across	 the	 institution	 to	 make	 that	 environment	 more	 inclusive.	 Nevertheless,	 the	
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implications	of	 this	study	are	 limited	as	 it	 is	a	 small-scale	 study	 that	bases	 its	 findings	on	the	
contributions	 of	 four	 participants.	 If	 conservatoires	 took	 an	 active	 interest	 in	 identifying	 and	
addressing	possible	barriers	that	low-income	students	may	experience	while	studying,	it	may	be	
best	that	they	use	some	of	the	discussion	points	generated	from	this	study	to	inform	their	own,	
larger-scale	qualitative	research.		
	
Recommendations	for	Future	Research		
	
This	study	explores	the	experiences	of	 low-income	students	 studying	at	 conservatoire.	This	 is	
important	 because,	 although	 there	 is	 limited	 literature	 exploring	 the	 barriers	 low-income	
students	face	in	accessing	conservatoire	(Burt-Perkins	&	Mills,	2013),	there	is	a	lack	of	literature	
examining	 the	 experience	 of	 low-income	 students	 once	 they	 are	 within	 the	 conservatoire	
setting.	 It	 is	 inevitable,	 given	 the	 sample	 size	 of	 this	 study,	 that	 these	 findings	 are	 not	
generalisable	to	a	broader	low-income	population.	Thus,	the	first	approach	to	more	accurately	
understanding	 these	 experiences	 may	 be	 to	 examine	 how	 students	 from	 different	 UK	
conservatoires	 find	 their	 learning	 experience.	 As	 highlighted	 in	 Reay	 et	 al.’s	 detailed	 study	
(2010)	 of	 the	 broader	 university	 experience,	 different	 students	 are	 attracted	 to	 studying	 in	
different	geographical	 locations	 in	the	UK,	with	 low-income	students	more	heavily	populating	
Northern	 and	 Eastern	 universities.	 A	 good	 starting	 point	 would	 be	 to	 conduct	 a	 larger-scale	
study	with	the	Royal	Northern	College	of	Music	and	the	Royal	Scottish	Conservatoire,	using	the	
research	question	 ‘how	do	low-income	students	experience	studying	at	conservatoire?’	These	
two	 institutions	 are	 similar	 enough	 in	 their	 culture	 to	 the	 Royal	 Academy	 of	 Music	 and	 the	
Royal	 College	 of	 Music,	 but	 for	 the	 reasons	 given	 are	 likely	 to	 attract	 different	 types	 of	
conservatoire	student.	This	is	partly	due	to	their	location	and	partly	due	to	the	fact	that	London	
universities	tend	to	be	wealthier	(Reay	et	al.,	2010).	This	would	help	to	identify	whether	there	
are	universal	elements	to	the	low-income	conservatoire	student	experience,	or	whether	these	
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experiences	are	influenced	by	geographical	location	and	an	institution’s	socioeconomic	status.	
Regarding	the	successful	pilot	of	Whatsapp	as	research	tool,	The	priority	at	this	stage	would	be	
to	 attempt	 to	 integrate	 its	 use	within	 a	 larger	 study	 that	works	 qualitatively	with	 vulnerable	
participants,	participants	who	may	struggle	to	engage	with	videoconferencing	due	to	hearing	or	
visual	 impairments,	 or	 participants	 in	 remote	 or	 difficult-to-access	 locations	 (Robson,	 2011).	
This	 would	 establish	 whether	 Whatsapp	 could	 be	 used	 more	 broadly	 as	 a	 sensitive	 and	
pragmatic	interview	medium	when	working	with	socially	marginalised	or	isolated	communities.	
It	would	also	be	valuable	to	assess	whether	Whatsapp	Voice	Note	recordings	could	be	applied	
to	mixed-methods	research,	where	the	researcher	is	gathering	quantitative	data	electronically	
from	a	 large	 sample	 e.g.	 numerical	 text-response	 survey	or	 survey	 platform	 format,	 but	 also	
wishes	 to	 efficiently	 gather	 qualitative	 data	 from	 that	 sample	 large	 sample.	Whatsapp	 Voice	
Note	 recordings	 may	 be	 a	 better	 use	 of	 resources	 when	 conducting	 large	 numbers	 of	
interviews.	
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Conclusion	
	
This	study	aimed	to	sensitively	examine	financial	hardship	in	the	conservatoire	setting	by	
addressing	two	research	questions:	
	
1. How	do	low-income	students	experience	studying	at	conservatoire?		
2. Are	Whatsapp	Voice	Note	 recordings	a	 suitable	means	of	gathering	data	 from	socially	
marginalised	groups?		
	
The	 subsequent	 qualitative	 data	 has	 provided	 rich	 data	 on	 how	 the	 four	 contributing	
participants	 experience	 their	 day-to-day	 learning	 at	 conservatoire,	 as	 well	 as	 its	 wider	 social	
aspects.	 The	 participants	 present	 both	 practical	 and	 conceptual	 ideas	 around	 the	 challenges	
that	they	face	as	a	result	of	their	socioeconomic	background,	and	it	is	worth	institutions	taking	
note	 that	 implementing	 any	 practical	 recommendation	 would	 be	 futile	 without	 giving	
significant	 consideration	 to	 the	 cultural	 ideologies	 that	 inform	 institutional	 structures	 and	
priorities	 around	 funding	 and	 inclusion.	 The	 participants,	 in	 their	 own	descriptions,	 depicted	
themselves	both	as	‘self-conscious	outsiders’,	surrounded	by	privileged	middle-	and	upper-class	
students,	 and	 as	 young	 musicians	 enjoying	 a	 fulfilling	 music	 education.	 Participants	 queried	
institutional	attitudes	and	whether	representatives	of	their	institution	were	fully	committed	to	
better	including	low-income	students,	or	whether	this	was	demonstrable	lip-service	while	they	
continued	with	 the	practices	of	 favouritism	and	merit-only	 recognition	that	propagates	elitist	
culture.	 Participants	 responded	well	 to	 the	 pilot	Whatsapp	 Voice	 Note	 recordings	 interview,	
and	this	indicates	that,	particularly	when	working	with	a	younger,	non-deprived	demographic,	
this	method	might	be	a	useful	tool	to	re-apply	to	future	research.	If	it	is	an	institution’s	genuine	
intention	to	support	their	low-income	students,	then	more	efforts	need	to	be	made	in	the	areas	
of	finance,	registry,	and	programming,	as	well	as	in	the	attitudes	of	the	broader	institution,	to	
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ensure	low-income	students	do	not	feel	isolated	and	have	a	positive	experience	while	studying	
at	conservatoire.	
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Appendices	
Appendix	1	–	Participant	Information	Sheet	
Participant Information Sheet for Non-Practice Based MSc Research  
 
Title An examination into how low-income students experience studying at conservatoire 
 
Date: 27/02/2020 
 
Invitation  
You are being invited to take part in this research project. Before you decide, it is important for 
you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to 
read the following information carefully. Ask me (Freya) if there is anything that is not clear or 
if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. 
You will be given this information sheet to keep. Thank you for your time.  
 
Project 
The purpose of this project is to explore how low-income students experience studying at 
conservatoire. Recently, Higher Education institutions have made more efforts to identify what 
populations they have within their student cohort, particularly in terms of widening their role in 
Higher Education to the wider population. This project is looking at the experiences of low-
income students, a group that has been historically less involved in conservatoire study, and 
wishes to understand how you experience studying at the Royal College of Music.  
 
The secondary purpose of this project is to explore how voice note recordings, as a new medium 
of communication, allow for a more flexible interview experience that allows the participant to 
have control. It may be that this is a more suitable means of interviewing an individual on a 
sensitive topic of personal experience, or where the interviewer would like to redress imbalances 
of power in the interview dynamic. 
 
Characteristics of participants 
I have asked you to take part in this project because you are a conservatoire student and may 
have self-identified as being from a low-income background. You responded to my post in a 
private Facebook group for Royal College of Music students and as such have identified yourself 
as a potential participant, conditional to you being happy to participate in the project and consent 
being provided.  
 
Voluntary participation 
It is up to you to decide if you want to take part in this project or not. If you do not want to take 
part, or you change your mind about taking part, having agreed to do so, you will not be 
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penalised in any way. If you do decide to take part you will be given this information sheet to 
keep and be asked to sign a consent form. If you decide to take part you are still free to 
withdraw at any time, without giving any reason. You can withdraw by withdrawing consent for 
me to use whatever contribution you have already made to the research, and by deleting any 
voice note recordings you have provided in our Whatsapp discussions. Again, you won’t be 
penalised in any way.  
 
Nature of participation 
This project will take place between June and July 2020. Whatsapp interviews are flexible and 
you can participate at a time that suits you. You will have the opportunity to respond to a series 
of questions with your own voice note recording at a time that is convenient.  
 
The questions will provide clear prompts for areas of discussion e.g. a typical day at 
conservatoire. The Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form will initially be sent to you 
via Facebook Messenger or Whatsapp, whichever you prefer. If you are happy to go ahead and 
sign the consent form, the interview questions will then be sent through in one clear message at 
once. You can respond with a voice note - or multiple voice notes, it is your choice - via the 
Whatsapp chat, giving as much detail as you would like. You can do this at any time that suits 
you. You can also withdraw from participating in this study at any time, and, likewise, you can at 
any time ask for your voice note recordings to be deleted. The voice notes will not be transferred 
from Whatsapp to any other platform and I will notify you within 14 days of the interview to say 
that the voice note recordings have been transcribed. At this stage, I will delete your voice note 
recordings from my device and you will also be free to do so. Should you at any point wish to 
terminate your participation in this research project, all records of your contributions, including 
transcriptions and audio recordings, will be deleted from all databases.  
 
Lifestyle restrictions 
You will not experience any lifestyle restrictions as a result of your participation in this project. 
 
Potential risks to participants 
This project will either directly and indirectly explore your income background and class 
identity. For some, these topics are a sensitive matter and can be upsetting. It is important that 
you are aware that these topics will be covered prior to you giving consent to taking part. 
Sources of support are available at the end of this Participant Information Sheet. 
 
Potential benefits to participants 
It is unlikely that this project will provide you with any direct benefits. However, the project 
does prioritise an income group that has historically been marginalised. I hope that it gives you a 
sense of importance to your experiences. 
 
Possible termination of research 
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If, for any reason, this project has to be terminated, you will be informed and given a clear 
reason as to why the project has been terminated.  
 
Confidentiality and anonymity 
Information that is collected about you for the purposes of this project will be kept strictly 
confidential. Otherwise, your information will be presented anonymously. The information that 
you provide will be used for this research project only.  
 
Storing personal data and information 
Your personal data and any information that you provide for this project will be stored securely 
for 10 years. If I wish to re-use your information within this time period I must seek explicit 
permission from you in order to do so. At the end of this period your personal data and 
information will be destroyed. 
 
Outputs 
The information that you provide will be used as part of my Masters of Science dissertation. 
Your information will appear in digital and hard copy and be available only to staff at the Royal 
College of Music’s Centre for Performance Science who are assessing this dissertation. The 
dissertation may be presented at future conferences.  
 
Ethical approval 
The CUK Research Ethics Committee (REC) has reviewed this project and granted ethical 
approval for it to be carried out. 
 
Contact details 
If you have any questions, feel free to contact me or my supervisor: 
 
Freya Morgan 
Royal College of Music 
freya.morgan@rcm.ac.uk 
 
Dr Terry Clark 
Royal College of Music 
terry.clark@rcm.ac.uk 
 
Thank you for reading this information sheet. 
Should your participation in this project have caused you any stress or discomfort, you can 
contact the following resources for further support: 
 
● Mind – 0300 123 3393 / 86463 / info@mind.org.uk  	
● Student Nightline – 020 7631 0101 / 07717 989900 / listening@nightline.org.uk	
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Appendix	2	–	Participant	Consent	Form	
 
Consent Form for Non-Practice Based MSc Research  
 
Title of project: How do low-income students experience studying at conservatoire?  
 
Name of researcher: Freya Morgan 
 
Participant identification code for this project:  
 
1. I confirm that I have read and understood the participant information sheet dated 
[insert date] for research project in which I have been asked to take part and have had 
the opportunity to ask questions. 
 
   
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 
time without giving any reason. 
 
 
   
3. I give the researcher(s) permission to collect information about me and from me for 
the purposes of the research project provided all information about me will be kept 
confidential, stored securely and destroyed after 10 years. 
 
 
   
4. I understand and give consent for my interview responses to be sent via Whatsapp chat 
voice note recordings, that these recordings will be transcribed for the purposes of 
analysis, and that these recordings will be deleted within 14 days of receipt. 
 
 
 
5.  I agree to take part in the above-named project. 
 
 
 
 
________________________________ 
Name of participant 
 
____________________ 
Date 
______________________________ 
Signature 
________________________________ 
Name of person taking consent 
(if different from lead researcher) 
 
____________________ 
Date 
______________________________ 
Signature 
________________________________ 
Researcher 
 
____________________ 
Date 
______________________________ 
Signature 
Copies: One copy for the participant, and one copy for the researcher / supervisor. 
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Appendix	3	–	Excerpt	of	Annotated	Transcript	
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Appendix	4	–	Interpretative	Phenomenological	Analysis	(IPA)	Superordinate	Themes	Table	
	
	
	
	
